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Abstract 

 

Elders are the fastest growing segment of the Canadian population; yet, little is written 

about their lives. Using an intersectional analysis, I conducted qualitative interviews with 

economically disadvantaged elderly women in the Ottawa area to try and uncover the 

daily experiences of being a woman who is both elderly and living in poverty. My 

research argues that elderly women are invisible in Canada and that the consequence of 

this erasure is that we fail to recognize the ways in which economically disadvantaged 

elderly women are incredibly resilient and resourceful. However, I caution against simply 

praising their resiliency. Instead, I advise a critical examination of the systemic barriers 

that force elderly women to work so hard to survive.  

 

Keywords: intersectionality, feminist gerontology, poverty, elderly, rural, urban  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 3 

Acknowledgements 

 

This thesis easily could have been titled “The road to Julie’s thesis defense”.  It has been 

a long and arduous journey that would not have been possible without the unwavering 

support of my supervisor, Dr. L. Pauline Rankin. She believed in me when few others did 

and I am forever grateful for her guidance, encouragement and tough love. We did it, 

Pauline! 

 

Thank you to the team of doctors and specialists who literally kept me going. My health 

has failed me many times but thankfully, Medicare is still there to catch me when I fall. 

 

Thank you to my amazing partner Jeff who has been my sounding board, Sherpa and 

editor for 8 years. I also appreciate your vegan spaghetti and meatballs. 

 

I am the first person in my family to go to university and this would not have been 

possible without the sheer will and dedication of my parents. When every attempt was 

made to throw me off course, my parents told me to remember why I was doing this. The 

occasional cheque didn’t hurt either. 

 

I want to dedicate my research to my own grandmothers. My maternal grandmother 

Lilliane Tellier who fought for the rights of people with disabilities and my paternal 

grandmother Lillian Bellmore who spends her days visiting “old folks’ homes.”  

 

I stand on the shoulders of giants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 4 

 

Table of Contents 

INTRODUCTION............................................................................................................. 5 

CHAPTER TWO ............................................................................................................ 18 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ................................................................................ 18 

Literature on Poverty ................................................................................................ 18 

Feminist Gerontology ............................................................................................... 24 

Place and space ........................................................................................................ 30 

Social Capital............................................................................................................ 39 

CHAPTER THREE ........................................................................................................ 45 

METHODOLOGY AND METHODS .......................................................................... 45 

Recruitment ............................................................................................................... 50 

Interview Process ...................................................................................................... 53 

Data Analysis ............................................................................................................ 57 

CHAPTER FOUR : “LIFE SURE HAS ITS CHALLENGES, BUT SOMEHOW 

WE GET THROUGH IT”: RESOURCEFULNESS AND RESILIENCE ............... 58 

From Point A to Point B: Transportation ................................................................. 60 

Health strategies: Food for thought ......................................................................... 68 

“I get by with a little help from my friends”: Care .................................................. 72 

CHAPTER FIVE: “SO TO SAY I HAVE AN EASY TIME? I DON’T”: THE 

LIMITATIONS OF “RESILIENCE” ........................................................................... 80 

CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION .................................................................................. 92 

REFERENCES ................................................................................................................ 97 

APPENDIX A ................................................................................................................ 109 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE ................................................................................................... 109 

APPENDIX B ................................................................................................................ 111 

EXCERPT FROM A NOTE THAT LORRAINE WROTE TO ME AFTER OUR INITIAL INTERVIEW ..... 111 

 

  

 



 5 

 

Introduction 
 

It is a unique time to be engaged in research focused on aging as elders are the 

fastest-growing segment of the Canadian population with the “dependency ratio – which 

shows the number of people over the age of 65, compared with those younger than 65 – 

[rising] from about 20 per cent today to about 40 per cent over the next two decades” 

(Priest, 2011: B3).  With the aging of so-called baby boomers, the elderly have been 

written about extensively (Aronson, 1992, 1994 and 2000; Calasanti, Slevin and King, 

2006; Curry, 2012; Kelly, 2008).
1
 Unfortunately, much of the current literature on the 

elderly produces what I term “elder hysteria” that privileges attention to the trials of the 

“sandwich generation” caring for children and aging parents, the inevitable costs of aging 

on the health care system, the strain on the pension system, controversial mandatory 

retirement policies and other similar issues that frame our discussions of the elderly as 

cause for much concern (Calasanti, Slevin and King, 2006; Simpson, 2012; Curry, 2012; 

Kelahear, 2012).  

The overwhelming majority of mainstream discussions of the elderly revolve 

around the economic implications of an aging population on the public purse:  

Depictions of old people and the health care system in the media and popular 

discussion mirror policy makers’ and politicians’ concerns with government 

expenditure, often in tones of alarm and apprehension about the growing ‘burden’ 

of the elderly population. (Aronson, 1994: 20)  

 

Public debate tends to position the elderly as disabled and in poor health; the elderly are 

depicted most frequently as medical patients rather than fully-rounded citizens and 

                                                 
1
 This thesis employs the Indigenous term “elderly” versus “senior” to denote a term of respect. My choice 

of terminology is explained further in Chapter Three. 
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community members. While there is a lively discourse about aging and the elderly, 

rarely, however, do we talk to or with the elderly.  It is ironic that in contemporary 

debates about elderly people, health and social services we hear little from elderly people 

themselves (Aronson, 2000: 53). More specifically, by framing our discussions most 

frequently in quantitative (and almost universally negative) terms, we perpetuate the idea 

that Canada’s elderly are burdens on society. In turn, the elderly become scapegoats for 

economic crises and poor financial planning by governments resulting in collective anger 

at elderly people for “mooching” off a system that “we” built (Townson, 2006).  

There is a persistent failure to acknowledge the elderly as a vibrant demographic 

integral to the fabric of society. Rather than being recognized as long-time participants in 

the economy and the social fabric of Canada, the elderly are often relegated to the 

margins of society with minimal visibility in the mainstream. It is perhaps universal that 

people slow down physically as they age, but within mainstream North American culture, 

people lose value as they age. By contrast, in many Indigenous cultures, for example, 

wisdom is deemed to increase with age and the elderly, in fact, enjoy a revered status 

(Richmond, 2007).  

There are many theories to explain the mainstream devaluing of elderly people in 

North America, including the idea that sexism is a significant factor. Gerontologists Peter 

Leonard and Barbara Nichols argue that the elderly are devalued in large part because 

women constitute the majority of all elderly people. Like “pink ghettos” in the job 

market, once women dominate a category, it becomes less prestigious. As they argue: 

“Ageism and sexism thus subtly complement each other” (1994: 13). Feminist 

gerontologists argue that the absence of elderly women’s voices in research on the elderly 
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means that such research fails to recognize the reality of the unique power structure of 

age relations: “Unlike other hierarchies, in which the privileged rarely become the 

oppressed, we all face age oppression if we live long enough” (Calasanti, Slevin and 

Neal, 2006: 25).  

This thesis examines the daily experiences of economically disadvantaged elderly 

women in rural and urban Ottawa. I argue that elderly women’s voices are frequently 

absent from public discussions of Canada’s aging population. The result is that we fail to 

appreciate an incredibly resilient and resourceful segment of the population. My usage of 

the term “resilience” is in reference to one’s capacity to successfully overcome hardship 

and adversity (Wild, Wiles and Allen, 2013; Aubrecht, 2012; Welsh, 2012; Joseph, 2013; 

Earvolino-Ramirez, 2007).  However, defining the women as resilient is not enough. The 

second part of my argument is that simply labeling elderly women as resilient erases the 

systemic barriers that force them to be so resilient in the first place. My research relies on 

17 interviews initially conducted with the goal of uncovering the difficulty of living in 

poverty as an elder woman in an urban versus rural setting. My theory of a life of 

difficulty was confirmed as the women spoke of their hardships but their stories went 

further than I anticipated, demonstrating their incredible tenacity and resilience. In the 

course of this study, therefore, I was forced to reconsider how I had conceived of their 

daily lives and, as a result, to challenge my own assumptions about agency and self-

determination. This thesis, therefore, draws on the voices of elderly women with the hope 

that hearing from elder women themselves can improve the conditions of their lives and 

the lives of Canada’s future elderly.  The devaluing of elderly people is not a universal 

trait and our placement of elderly people, and in particular elderly women, at the margins 
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of Canadian society is a socially constructed power relationship born from ageist and 

sexist ideologies.  The parallels between our treatment of the elderly and the treatment of 

women cannot be overestimated; my research, in fact, endeavors to make those links 

visible. 

I approach this topic as both an academic researcher and someone with in-depth 

personal knowledge.  Although I am not elderly myself, I had a unique relationship to my 

elders growing up that deeply influenced my understanding of aging and family. Both my 

maternal and paternal grandparents experienced a lifetime of hardship and precarious 

employment that left them susceptible to poverty and subsequently led to health 

problems. Until my teenage years, my maternal grandmother lived with her parents in a 

trailer outside of the town in which I was raised. At the age of 59, my grandmother 

collapsed at her job at a hardware store leading to the discovery that she had a brain 

tumour. She became disabled as a result and could no longer live in her home. My 

parents made the decision to renovate our home and my grandmother and great-

grandfather moved in with us. Seeing first hand how my grandparents struggled with 

being elderly, poor and, in my grandmother’s case, disabled, fundamentally shaped my 

understanding of what it meant to be elderly in contemporary Canada. Even though I was 

surrounded by imagery of the elderly in popular culture as smiling through retirement, I 

witnessed a very different reality. It was not until I moved away from home to attend 

university that I began to question why my family’s reality was not reflected elsewhere.  

I became obsessed with finding out where the grandmothers were. As an 

undergraduate in women’s studies, I was baffled by the lack of elderly women’s voices in 

the curriculum. For example, when looking at three primary texts for introductory 
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Women’s and Gender Studies courses at Carleton University, only one reading in one 

text included discussion of elderly women (Biggs, Downe, 2005; Zinn, Hondagneu-

Sotelo and Messner, 2005; Mandell, 2001) and that reading dealt with women contending 

with their changing bodies through menopause (Wakewich, 2005).  How is it that an 

entire demographic of women is absent in the one discipline that is supposed to speak to 

them?  Where are these women? Better yet, who are these women and how do they spend 

their time?  

I began this thesis with the express purpose of finding out how elderly women 

living in poverty spent their time. Although I had a unique experience of living with my 

grandmother and great-grandfather, I still began my research with common assumptions 

about the lives of Canada’s elderly. I assumed that their lives were a constant battle and 

that I would conclude that Canada has failed its elderly by marginalizing and excluding 

them from the social fabric. Simultaneously, however, I was surrounded by media images 

of aging as “Freedom 55” with everyone living happily in retirement, taking cruises and 

playing golf.  What I discovered is that the reality is somewhere in between and much 

more complex. That is, elderly women lead extraordinary lives of resilience and are 

active participants in their communities. As my thesis demonstrates, for women over 65 

living in poverty in Canada, to exist is to resist. They continuously resist societal 

expectations of what it means to age successfully within an environment that systemically 

undervalues and overlooks them. These women are routinely ignored and one of the most 

obvious indicators of this is the lack of Canadian qualitative research devoted to the 

experiences of aging women. In a political and social climate consumed with the costs of 

aging on society, it is even more surprising to discover that very little has been said about 
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the cost of aging from the perspective of the elderly, especially when you consider that 

49% of unattached women aged 65 or older have low incomes (Townson, 2000: 1).  

Although elderly women suffer a disproportionate amount of poverty as compared 

to other groups in Canada, they are far from a homogenous group. For this thesis, I 

interviewed a fairly homogenous set of participants and yet numerous categories of 

difference were revealed. As a group, the narrators in my thesis suffer a similar fate but 

their personal experiences of that poverty differ greatly. Certainly, feminists have 

successfully challenged the notion of gender as homogeneous to a point where the gender 

binary is commonly understood as simplistic and outdated; however, we continue to think 

of aging as a uniform category.
2
  Similar to discussions around the concept of 

“generations,” there is a tension within popular culture between archaic understandings of 

the “elderly” as passive and idle which conflicts with the contemporary reality of an 

elderly population that is active and engaged (Kertzer, 1983).  Although the women 

represented in my thesis are Canadian-born, Ottawa area-based women over 65 who self-

identify as economically disadvantaged, their experiences challenges the notion of 

“elderly” as a static category. In fact, many of the women explicitly stated their 

frustrations with having women over 65 lumped into one uniformed category. Obviously, 

current usage of such a broad category homogenizes definitions of “elderly.”   Such 

assumptions are particularly inaccurate and problematic in contemporary Canada where 

life expectancy continues to rise.
3
 We include more and more people in the category and 

yet ignore the very real differences within it.  

                                                 
2
 The gender binary refers to the notion that there are only two distinct and different genders.  

3
 Life expectancy in Canada currently stands at 83 years for women and 78 for men (Milan and Vézina, 

2012).  
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Intersectionality has been heralded by some scholars as the most important 

contribution of women’s studies to date and is often cited as “the” feminist theory (Davis, 

2008). This theoretical approach is born from critiques of existing, narrowly focused and 

simplistic causal theories
4
 with intersectionality positioned as a feminist attempt to “right 

the wrongs”: “The term ‘intersectionality’ refers to both a normative theoretical argument 

and an approach to conducting empirical research that emphasizes the interaction of 

categories of difference” (Hancock, 2007: 63-64). Intersectional analysis endeavours to 

capture identity in its entirety rather than examining various components in isolation.   

Intersectionality, then, is ideally suited for contemporary feminist qualitative analysis and 

one that offers an appropriate theoretical framework for this project.  

As others have pointed out, however, intersectionality has become a feminist 

cliché in both academic and activist circles (Davis, 2008; Hancock, 2007). Deemed 

necessary for legitimacy, it often focuses on the same few categories that ignore the 

importance of aging, for example. Some scholars have even gone so far as to label “race, 

class and gender” as a “‘minimum standard’ for intersectional analysis to which other 

categories can be added […]” (Leiprecht and Lutz, 2006 quoted in Davis, 2008: 81). In 

turn, intersectionality is often used as shorthand for including race, gender or class into 

discussions, rather than as an analytical tool. For this reason, research like mine might not 

immediately register as necessitating an intersectional analysis. With such a narrowly 

focused category of white, elderly women who are poor, the multiple differences that 

comprise their identities may not be immediately apparent; however, there are invisible 

aspects that require an intersectional analysis. Questions that may be interrogated include: 

How do single women navigate poverty versus women with a living partner? How does 

                                                 
4
 The theory that there are cause and effect correlations. 
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the experience of a lifetime of poverty impact one’s perspective and practices versus 

someone who has only “fallen” into poverty in old age? Do formal education, geographic 

location and family size have an impact? What about experiences of paid versus unpaid 

work? There are many intersecting factors within these women’s lives and to assume 

otherwise is to perpetuate the homogenization of elderly women. In this project, I do not 

undertake to answer all these questions; instead, I perform a critical intersectional 

analysis focusing on three sets of issues (transportation, care and food security) that 

recurred throughout the interviews. Although disentangling aspects of identity can be a 

useful exercise at times, analyzing identities in isolation limits the potential for 

understanding. In order to construct a more holistic picture of these women’s lives, 

therefore, intersectionality is imperative and I organize my findings around three discrete 

issues to help support my argument about the need to think about how intersectionality 

can be employed to interrogate a range of identity markers beyond gender, race and class. 

As an activist and a researcher, I feel it is important to not only focus on the differences 

amongst these women but also their commonalities. Deconstruction is an important 

element of social science research but I feel it is equally as important to focus on the 

practical impacts of deconstruction. By focusing on the similarities between the 17 

participants, my goal is to highlight ways in which we can move forward and keep the 

focus on the practical implications of being an economically disadvantaged elderly 

woman in rural and urban Ottawa.  

Armed with my grandmother’s story and a desire to put intersectionality to work, 

I was primed and ready to begin my qualitative research. Just when I thought I had 

figured it all out, I was struck by another unexpected turn of events. In late 2008 and 
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early 2009, Ottawa experienced its longest (to date) transit strike mere days after I had 

received an approval from the Carleton University Research Ethics Board to begin my 

research. This meant that the vast majority of my interviews were conducted during the 

strike. For weeks on end, during the coldest weather of the year, commuters were 

stranded or scrambling for transportation. Many were completely isolated. This created a 

very frustrating and lengthy recruitment process as I struggled to access an already 

marginalized community. Although finding participants in this climate proved to be 

incredibly challenging, once the participants were found, it created an opportunity for the 

women to discuss their relationship to transportation, something many admitted they 

would not have thought of before the strike. The transit strike, therefore, became a major 

focus of the interviews and its impact on the participants became one of many examples 

of their resourceful and resilient spirit.     

The transit strike, however, was not the only unanticipated element of my 

research. I began my thesis wanting to know about the daily experiences of economically 

disadvantaged elderly women. It was a large and seemingly depressing undertaking. With 

such staggering statistics as well as my own working-class family background, I 

anticipated long, arduous interviews. Although hardship and struggle were certainly 

important elements of these women’s experiences, I was struck by their unlimited 

resilience and optimism. They were acutely aware of the difficulties in their lives but 

prioritized hopefulness over pessimism. As the researcher, I was constantly reminded that 

stories of “poor old women” were not their preference. Their resilience was a source of 

pride and it was my job to document these stories, while simultaneously giving voice to 

their struggles.  I also want to complicate the concept of “resilience” by highlighting the 
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ways in which it is tied to neoliberalism. By simply defining a marginalized population as 

“resilient”, one can justify denying them further support services under the false belief 

that they are not necessary. It can also mean pitting marginalize groups against each other 

under the guise that since one group was “resilient”, then the others must also govern 

themselves in the same manner (Joseph, 2013). I believe it is important to recognize the 

ways in which economically disadvantaged elderly women are resilient while also 

challenging the way in which that label can also be used to erase the barriers they face. 

Each of my 17 participants lived complex, intersectional lives and my work aims to 

highlight those nuances.   

Although this is academic research aimed at generating qualitative scholarship on 

the lives of elderly women, this is also a project that relies on the life stories of my 

participants. Although I do not present a detailed account of each woman’s life, I have 

the privilege in this thesis of assuming the dual role of researcher and storyteller. My 

project would not be possible without the willingness of these women to tell me their 

stories and I do not take that responsibility lightly. To allow a complete stranger into your 

home in order to discuss intimate details of your life requires a level of trust that I am 

proud to have earned. In retelling some of the stories shared with me by of some of 

Ottawa’s elderly women, I am also retelling the story of 17 women’s lives. As a feminist 

researcher, it is imperative that I recognize the women in my project as 17 distinct 

individuals with their own lives and experiences; to do otherwise would be to fall within 

the very same trap that I critique. To assume that women with similar identities 

inherently experience life in the same way ignores the nuances that intersectionality 

demands be recognized.  However, my work also balances the need for an intersectional 
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analysis with an examination of the commonalities amongst the women. To deconstruct 

indefinitely can be an interesting intellectual exercise, but it can be incredibly impractical 

as a means of creating social change. In balancing intersectionality with a focus on 

commonality, my work endeavours to have a practical focus that allows the conversation 

to move from theory to practice.  

My thesis also afforded an opportunity for these women to document their own 

stories. The research provided a mutually beneficial relationship wherein I was able to 

learn from these experiences while, at the same time, contributing to a tangible archive of 

their life stories. Each participant was given a copy of their interview transcript, which 

was an obvious incentive for many. Few were keen about the process of being 

interviewed but were motivated by knowing that their stories would be documented and 

leave a legacy, not only in academia but in their own personal lives as well. The 

awareness that I was drawing on these women’s life stories was never lost on me and the 

importance of doing it well weighed on me heavily. This project, therefore, serves two 

purposes. On the one hand, I contribute to feminist gerontology by shedding light on the 

daily reality of economically disadvantaged elderly women in Canada. Beyond that 

contribution, however, is the archiving of the shared stories from17 women’s lives whom 

I hope individually benefit from the fruits of this labour.  

The thesis proceeds in the following manner. In chapter one, I scan the existing 

literature in the relative fields, such as gerontology, feminist studies and economics. I 

consider some contributions from these fields and identify the major scholarly gaps. I 

then present the theoretical framework supporting my work to properly situate my study 

within the literature. Following this, I introduce my participants, outline the methodology 
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of my research and, in particular, explain why I chose to do qualitative, semi-structured 

interviews. I also document the unique circumstances surrounding the interview process 

and how the process of doing the interviews helped shape the project.   

The next two chapters detail the central argument of my research. First, I present 

my major research finding that Canada’s elderly women are resourceful and resilient. I 

define resilience as the ability to draw from personal strength to overcome hardship. 

Rather than existing passively, many elderly women actively create their own lives and 

contribute in ongoing, daily ways to the wellbeing of their communities. They navigate 

formal networks and create their own informal alternatives where gaps exist. They 

creatively overcome their lack of financial resources by drawing on their wealthy of 

social capital to triumph over adversity. Their resilience is truly remarkable. The second 

major finding of this research project, however, is that resilience is a complex term that 

cannot be viewed in isolation from the conditions that force people to be so tough. I 

critique how “resilience” has been employed by neoliberalism to promote an 

individualized approach to social welfare. It is imperative that we recognize the systems 

that force elderly women to work so hard to simply survive and resist the impulse to 

assume that their resilience means that policy changes to counter the economic 

disadvantage facing many elderly women is unnecessary.  

Finally, I conclude by outlining specific recommendations that derive from the 

participants themselves. My narrators had very precise requests and recommendations for 

ways that communities, various levels of government and front-line workers could 

improve the lives of Canada’s future elderly population. Their recommendations, in 

combination with my own observations, suggest spaces for future research in this field. 
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The women whose stories I share in this thesis and I together hope that this project serves 

as a launching point for further inquiry and, ultimately, social change.  
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Chapter Two 

Theoretical Framework 

An exploration into the daily lives of economically disadvantaged elderly women 

cannot be accomplished without examining previous work done in this area.  The 

following literature review is organized to sift through existing literature on poverty, 

gerontology, place and space, intersectionality and social capital. It critically examines 

relevant research areas and emphasizes how available analyses remain insufficient for 

capturing the lives of economically disadvantaged elderly women in contemporary 

Canada. Finally, this review concludes by setting up the theoretical framework used for 

my own research and demonstrating how this project differs from the existing literature 

by emphasizing intersectionality, using qualitative methods and recognizing a lifetime of 

poverty.  

Literature on Poverty 

Literature on poverty is vast and crosses many disciplines, but the most important 

aspects for my research are the constructions and definitions of poverty and their impacts 

on the daily lives of marginalized populations. Although quantitative measurements are 

important, my work is situated primarily within the existing qualitative literature and 

analyses.  

The first step in discussing poverty is to establish the parameters. Contrary to 

popular belief, Canada has no “poverty line”; multiple definitions of poverty exist. In 

fact, even the Government of Canada “has not officially adopted any specific measure of 

poverty” (Collin, 2007:1). The most commonly used definition of poverty in Canada is 

the “Low-Income-Cut-Off” (LICO) established by Statistics Canada. The method is best 
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described as the “relative expenditure approach” in which Statistics Canada measures the 

average expenditures in the community (Canadian Council on Social Development, 1984. 

13).  Statistics Canada also uses the “Low Income Measure” (LIM) that defines “low-

income Canadians as those living in families that have an after-tax income lower than 50 

per cent of the media income for all Canadian families in a given year” (Preville, 2003:1). 

In 2003, Human Resources Development Canada introduced the “Market Basket 

Measure” (MBM) which measures poverty by “estimate[ing] the cost of a specific basket 

of goods and services for a reference family consisting of two adults and two children 

living in a particular region for the year 2000, assuming that all items in the basket were 

entirely provided for out of the household income” (Ibid). These are a small selective 

sampling of poverty measurements used at the federal level and with so many 

measurements come variable results. For example, when using the LICO to measure 

poverty, Quebec ranks as one of Canada’s poorest provinces. When the MBM is used, 

however, Quebec is one of the wealthiest provinces. Quantifying poverty in Canada is 

clearly difficult and doing so on a consistent level is almost impossible. However, it is 

easy to say that measurements of poverty are unreliable and therefore of little use, but a 

baseline of poverty is important for sustainable social security. With no consistent 

definition or measurement, it is incredibly difficult to allocate social services, prepare 

budgets or provide accurate projections. And therein rests the problem with simply 

employing a quantitative analysis. Doing so gives an inaccurate portrait of what poverty 

actually looks like in this country, particularly since there is no consistent baseline.  

 This phenomenon has been well documented by one of Canada’s premier leaders 

in poverty research. The Canadian Council on Social Development (CCSD) has been at 
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the forefront of research and policy development on poverty in Canada since 1920. One 

of its major findings was that Canada’s measurements of poverty are inadequate and need 

to include factors such as the depth of poverty and the length of time spent in poverty 

(CCSD, 1984: 67). They also recommended that special attention be paid to the 

“feminization of poverty”, which refers to the systemic ways in which women are 

susceptible to poverty. CCSD’s critical examination of poverty definitions and 

measurements is crucial to understanding my own research. “Women Elders in Action” 

(WE*ACT), a grassroots group in British Columbia, has documented the double bind of 

inadequate and inappropriate measurements of poverty: “The lack of reliable numbers to 

support our arguments has been a challenge, which is partially why we’ve compiled 

research that describes women’s earnings, time spent in the workforce, ability to save, 

and access to pensions” (Gerry Kilgannon, 2007: 2). The flawed nature of measurements 

has been well documented and since my project aims to uncover the lived realities of 

elderly women living in poverty, the use of strict measurements was not necessary. In 

fact, I specifically did not include a definition of “economically disadvantaged” in my 

research because I was more interested in the act of self-identification. By self-

identifying as economically disadvantaged, a participant would be naming their 

experience of exclusion, need and want, something that is not captured through a 

quantitative lens. Therefore, my own research uses a qualitative approach that employs 

self-identification as the measurement of poverty.  

 Another major flaw in poverty research in Canada is the way in which a gendered 

lens is applied. The “feminization of poverty” as a concept has been well researched and 

defined within feminist academic literature. The feminization of poverty refers to the 
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disproportionate levels of poverty that women face due to systemic discrimination (Brady 

and Kall, 2008).  The term has been used since the late 1970s, but typically focuses on 

the ways in which poverty is concentrated among younger women (Barusch, 1994: xxiii). 

And yet, we know that the gendered implications of poverty are felt throughout a 

women’s lifetime and are, in fact, further impacted by age. A 2000 report on the 

feminization of poverty in Canada provided critical analysis of the “dynamics of 

women’s poverty in Canada” but, as Lochead and Scott note, it was also guilty of 

narrowly defining the feminization of poverty as it looked at gendered poverty through 

the lens of young women and, in particular, single mothers (Lochhead and Scott, 2000). 

Although single mothers constitute an overwhelming number of women living in poverty 

in this country (and around the world), they are far from the only category of women who 

live this way. Elderly women live overwhelmingly in poverty and yet their experiences 

are completely invisible in both the discussion and the recommendations for change. For 

example, strategies proposed by feminist activists such as the creation of a national child 

care plan have the potential to alleviate poverty for young, single mothers and future 

elderly women, but they do very little for the elderly women currently living in poverty. 

They also do nothing for women who do not have any children. In fact, any anti-poverty 

measure that focuses on employment or child care fails to account for elderly women 

who do not view the market as an exit strategy. Access to the workplace might be a great 

anti-poverty strategy for many, but not for elderly women. We know that “[g]ender 

inequality throughout the life cycle often results in women entering old age with far 

fewer resources than men” (Brown, 1998: 4). A gendered analysis of poverty, therefore, 

is absolutely essential for deconstructing the systemic ways in which women are 
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oppressed and relegated to lives of poverty; yet, an age analysis is also imperative. This is 

where my work fits in. As I illustrate below, using a gendered and gerontology-informed 

lens, my research is able not only to highlight the lives of economically disadvantaged 

elderly women; it is also able to provide adequate and tailored responses to such poverty. 

Naming and shaming poverty is important. The process of identifying and, in turn, 

“shaming” the systems that create inequality is an important part of feminist research. 

However, being able to strategize around solutions is critical as well. Without using a 

gerontology lens to look at the specific realities of elderly women, the work is 

incomplete.  

The last major element of poverty research that is important for my study is the 

literature around class as a social category and, more specifically, the stigma of poverty. 

In particular, I rely on two studies whose work predates my own.  In the early 1990s, 

Amanda Barusch conducted research based on qualitative interviews 62 elderly American 

women from various backgrounds. The text closely resembles my own research in its 

methodology and tone. In conducting her interviews, one of the major difficulties she 

encountered was recruitment. This was not due to a scarcity of eligible participants but 

more that people resisted the label of “poor” and therefore did not come forward, even 

when they clearly fit the description. Barusch concluded: “People resist stigmatizing 

labels, so individuals advanced in years seldom consider themselves ‘old’, just as those 

with few economic resources seldom consider themselves ‘poor’” (1994: 31). Her 

observations about the stigma of poverty and old age are important for understanding the 

context in which I conducted my own research. The women in my interviews had similar 

experiences as Barusch’s and so her work speaks volumes about the universality of 
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stigma, particularly around class. As important as it is to create categories of people in 

order to name and shame a problem, it is also important to recognize that there are people 

behind those labels, people who must live with the consequences of that categorization. 

This tension is important and something reflected in this thesis.  

 The importance of recognizing the stigma of labels is also apparent in the latest 

polling surrounding people’s views of poverty in Canada. The Salvation Army of Canada 

recently polled Canadians about poverty in the hopes of debunking some popular myths. 

The results of this poll were published in a report that shows a stark representation of 

how Canadians view the poor and a life of poverty. What is particularly important for my 

work here is the ways in which the average Canadian firmly believes that the poor have it 

“pretty good” and could easily work their way out of poverty, should they choose to 

(2011). What the report shows is that people who reject the label of “poor” have a very 

good reason to do so. The stigma of living in poverty is real and has very dire 

consequences. Within my own research, this reinforces my use of self-identification 

because poverty is less about objective definitions and more about how you relate to 

others and/or are judged by others. Also, it speaks to the idea of the “deserving” versus 

the “undeserving” poor. By refusing to create a standard of what is and what is not 

“poverty”, I am recognizing all those who identify as poor as “deserving”. To further 

reduce the stigma of poverty, I changed my initial use of “poor” to “economically 

disadvantaged”. It was important to use an accurate label while also balancing that need 

with the reality of how that label would impact the participants. Therefore, in speaking 

with a service provider about preferred labels, I decided upon “economically 
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disadvantaged” as it demonstrates a lack of resources but emphasizes society’s role in 

creating those conditions.   

It is evident that literature on poverty in Canada is diverse and varies greatly from 

quantitative, statistical measurements to qualitative narratives of people’s individual 

experiences. Quantitative research and analysis are helpful to the building of my own 

research but most of it fails to capture the qualitative realities of living in poverty and it 

certainly fails to address the lived experiences of elderly women. Quantitative research 

justified the need for my research but its general lack of an intersectional analysis leaves 

major gaps.  

Feminist Gerontology  

The second major research area that is important for framing my own research is 

feminist gerontology. Mainstream gerontology, by definition, studies the social, 

psychological and cultural implications of aging (Levenson and Porter, 1984). Unlike 

geriatrics, which studies the physical aspects of aging from a medical perspective, 

gerontology is more concerned theoretically with the social realities of an aging or aged 

population.   There is very little literature within the discipline, however, that concerns 

the social lives of the elderly.  The absence of the social reality of the elderly in 

mainstream gerontology is directly addressed in Invisible Lives: Social Worlds of the 

Aged (Unruh, 1983). A short but comprehensive examination of the social lives of the 

elderly, it serves as a critique of mainstream gerontology and research on aging which 

has historically perpetuated the idea that as people age, they become less attached to their 

social lives and oftentimes are painted as outright anti-social:  
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The notion of integration [to the social world] is carefully examined here, and 

prevailing conceptions based on it are cogently criticized for their overlooking of 

how older people may actually live satisfying and even exciting lives through 

various types of involvements that have either escaped the notice of 

gerontologists or not been properly assessed for their significance. (Ibid. 9)  

 

Unruh concludes that understanding the lives of the elderly cannot be done without 

including their social lives. It is apparent, then, that my own work is better situated in the 

category of social gerontology: “Social gerontology deals with the nonphysical side of 

aging and includes the psychological, social psychological, and social aspects of aging” 

(Atchley, 1994: 18). Work such as mine, which deals with the social realities of a distinct 

group of elderly women, finds a home in social gerontology. Although physical health 

and mobility clearly impacts one’s social life, my work aims to move away from simply 

viewing aging as a physical process and valuing “aging as a social process” (McPherson, 

1983).  We are not solely the makeup of our physical selves, but rather social creatures 

with families, friends, hobbies and interests. Nadasen’s research on the social activities of 

elderly women in Cape Town, South Africa is a perfect example of this. Her project is a 

direct response to existing research on physical activity and the elderly (2008).  Nadasen 

aimed to examine the nonphysical impacts and benefits of elderly women becoming 

involved in organized, community-based physical activities. This is a project that 

challenges the mainstream discipline of gerontology and fleshes out the full spectrum of 

benefits and challenges to aging on a physical level. Yes, as she ascertains, there are 

measurable benefits to an active lifestyle for the elderly; however, by using a social 

gerontology lens, she concluded:  

[…] line dancing enabled these women to expand their repertoire of social 

activity, leading to positive reinforcements such as further community 

involvement, charitable work, inclusion in national sports events, self-expression, 
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and personal development. The impact of line dancing plainly goes beyond the 

perceived physical benefits. (2008: 329)  

 

Going beyond measuring the physical benefits of exercise, Nadasen is able to make a 

strong case for engaging the elderly in physical activity for reasons that extend past mere 

bodily health. Nadasen believes this makes for better policy, better research and an 

overall improved assessment of what it means to be elderly.  

 The major downfall of social gerontology, however, is that it often lacks a 

gendered analysis. Feminist gerontologists have argued that gerontology fails to include a 

gendered lens whereas feminist literature frequently fails to examine aging. Clary 

Kerkula challenges gender theorists and social gerontologists to question a variety of 

assumptions that permeate the disciplines (2007). In particular, she challenges “double 

jeopardy theory,” which is the “assumption that prejudices and discriminations against a 

minority group are worse when combined with prejudices against another disadvantaged 

group” (161). For example, by assuming that elderly women are inherently more 

disadvantaged than elderly men because of sexism and ageism, we fail to consider the 

ways in which elderly women are often cushioned from the effects of old age by having 

strong social networks, something many elderly men lack. Although she recognizes that 

elderly women experience oppression based on the combination of their gender and age, 

she challenges the way in which social gerontology has framed the lives of elderly 

women as inherently pessimistic and miserable: “[…] in social gerontology, the double 

jeopardy perspective has been a dominant way of problematizing the interaction of age 

and gender. Thus, the focus on the interaction of age and gender has primarily resulted in 
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a simplistic misery perspective” (163).  This particular element is important to my own 

research.  

 Although my project includes an intersectional approach that often includes the 

“double jeopardy theory,” my research actively resists the idea of the elderly woman as 

victim. This is where I would argue that Kerukla is guilty of simplifying the reality of 

elderly women’s lives. It is not inherently disempowering to frame elderly women’s lives 

within a “double jeopardy.”  To recognize the layers of oppression that they face based 

on their gender and age is not to silence them.  The silencing occurs when elderly women 

are researched as simply passive victims of oppression. Instead, what is needed is an 

understanding of the struggles that elderly women face within our sexist and ageist 

society and recognition of the ways in which they actively resist this oppression. It is 

within the analysis of their methods of resistance that we can disentangle the ways in 

which elderly women are often equipped to defy the barriers placed before them.  

Nonetheless, Kerkula’s work is important for my own as it challenges the lack of a 

gendered analysis within mainstream and social gerontology while also questioning 

general assumptions within the field. She speaks to the need for a comprehensive 

gendered analysis within social gerontology and makes the case for feminist gerontology.  

 Not surprisingly, the area of research within gerontology that is most reflective of 

my own work is feminist gerontology. Feminist gerontology constitutes a relatively new 

branch of gerontology and actively challenges the lack of a gendered lens in gerontology 

while critiquing the lack of gerontology in feminist studies.  Fundamentals of Feminist 

Gerontology is one of the primary texts in the discipline (Garner, 1999).  From the outset, 

the author establishes both herself and her writing as feminist. Garner’s work is important 
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if for no other reason than its analysis of the relationship between feminism and 

gerontology. According to Garner: “Feminism recognizes the intrinsic value of women, 

their right to equal treatment, and their right to be viewed as individuals. Gerontology 

recognizes the intrinsic value of older people, their right to equal treatment, and their 

right to be viewed as individuals” (1999: 6). She is quick to point out, however, how both 

feminism and gerontology have failed elderly women by either focusing too much on 

younger women, in the case of feminism, or completely neglecting a gendered 

perspective, in the case of gerontology. The marriage of the two is what interests Garner 

and other feminist gerontologists.  A chapter of particular importance to my work is that 

written by Ruth E. Ray, a prominent feminist gerontologist (Ray in Garner, 1999: 171-

184).  

Ray calls for feminist gerontologists not only to fight to include women’s voices 

in gerontology and vice versa, but to question the epistemology of the discipline with the 

result being what she calls “critical gerontology.” She argues that gerontology is 

currently multidisciplinary but that it should take perspective from feminism and become 

interdisciplinary; a “mutual interaction” (Ibid.: 173). This would involve combining 

qualitative with quantitative research, for example, and questioning academia’s fixation 

on objectivity. This is where Ray’s work becomes crucial to my own. She makes a case 

for the importance of qualitative research in gerontology and, more specifically, the 

voices of elderly women themselves. Feminism and gerontology have been guilty of 

silencing elderly women. In both cases, the voices of elderly women are missing, 

something that my research aims to address.  
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 Calasanti and Slevin recently edited an anthology that is crucial to the expansion 

of feminist gerontology. Age Matters “urges a shift in how feminist scholars approach the 

study of inequalities by demonstrating how and why age matters” (2006). Calasanti and 

Slevin explicitly call on feminist scholars and mainstream gerontologists to recognize the 

gendered nature of age relations. This particular text is also noteworthy because it 

includes Canadian content. Julie Ann McMullin and Ellie D. Berger examined the lives 

of unemployed older workers in the Greater Toronto Area. Using qualitative, semi-

structured interviews, McMullin and Berger discover that it is almost impossible to tell 

whether the workers were discriminated against based on age or gender. Ageism and 

sexism are so intrinsically linked that in order to improve the likelihood that older women 

will get hired one must address systemic inequalities on multiple fronts. The researchers 

point out: “if the subject of analysis involves the intersection of gender and other bases of 

inequality such as age, the gender concept must not take an a priori emphasis over other 

dimensions of inequality” (McMullin and Berger, 2006: 203).  McMullin and Berger’s 

work is important to my own research because it speaks to the importance of 

intersectional analysis that moves beyond simply race and class. By recognizing the 

inseparability of ageism from sexism, the researchers demonstrate that intersectionality 

has an important practical purpose; in this case, improving the working conditions of 

older women seeking employment in Canada. Their work is also important for this thesis 

because of its methodology. Using qualitative interviews, the researchers centre their 

analysis on the voices of the women affected, rather than simply sifting through statistical 

data on, for example, unemployment rates.  
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 Feminist gerontology is a relatively new and developing field and, unfortunately, 

it “continues to be seen as a specialized approach within gerontology overall, unable to 

contribute to knowledge about aging in general” (Calasanti, 2009: 471). With academic 

heavyweights like Toni M. Calasanti, Kathleen F. Slevin, and Ruth R. Ray publishing 

extensively on the issue, it is clear that the field has much potential for growth and 

development. Still in its infancy, however, the field is likely to continue challenging 

gerontology and gender studies, particularly if it involves further Canadian content.  

The discipline remains relatively marginalized overall, but there is a particular 

dearth of Canadian research. With an increasingly aging population, I am hopeful that 

research in this area will increase in popularity.  Evidently, as a Canadian feminist 

researcher examining the lives of elderly women in Canada’s capital, my work provides a 

much-needed dose of Canadian content.  Furthermore, as a young scholar, I look forward 

to the development of the field in the years to come. 

Place and Space 

The relationship between gender, age and class is a major element of my research 

project. Another important element is the way these relationships are impacted by one’s 

geographic spaces and the places inhabited. Does an elderly woman’s life of poverty 

differ if she lives in an urban or rural setting?  How does where aging occurs, both in 

terms of location and housing type, matter? The research in this area is diverse and 

crosses many disciplines including sociology, anthropology, geography, gerontology, etc. 

It also has theoretical and practical applications. For the purposes of my own research, 

the most important aspects are community settings, housing structures, and mobility.  
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 When I initiated this project, I wanted to compare the reality of rural women 

versus urban women. Looking at the issue from a strictly quantitative lens, there are clear 

differences in the quality of life for both groups of women (Wanless, Mitchell and 

Wister, 2010: 235).  In Jean Pearson Scott’s analysis of the stability and change in family 

interaction patterns of rural women, she discovered: “[I]n rural areas, women have poorer 

housing, limited access to medical and social services, and higher rates of poverty in 

comparison to older, urban women” (1998: 68). Furthermore, their attachment to the land 

created an element of anxiety for them, because if their health and economic situations 

became too dire, they would not only lose their independence by requiring assistance but 

may also have to move to an urban, populated area where social services are more readily 

available. The valuing of independence for elderly people is commonly understood, but 

the added element of being removed from one’s land is a fairly unique experience that is 

not seen as often with urban women. Scott’s research project is therefore important for 

two reasons. First, it highlights the quantitative reality of rural women and exposes the 

very tangible ways in which rural women are disadvantaged but, secondly, it 

demonstrates the importance of a qualitative lens. In using qualitative methods, Scott is 

able to move beyond simply comparing the bank accounts of rural women with that of 

urban women. Instead, she is able to demonstrate how rural women fear dire poverty and 

lack of independence because it means leaving not only their home but their hometown. 

Her combination of quantitative and qualitative research methods creates a more nuanced 

portrait of what life is like for women in rural areas. Although her work has a much 

narrower focus than my own, her use of qualitative methods as a means of understanding 

the relationship to location and the importance of community is mirrored in my own.  
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 Similarly, Dena Shenk’s analysis of “The Subjective Realities of Rural Older 

Women’s Lives” actively critiques the ways in which the lives of rural women are rarely 

treated to a qualitative analysis (1998). She notes similar statistics to Scott’s in relation to 

objective poverty for rural elderly women, however “other accounts characterize rural 

women as advantaged, noting their supportive networks and strong ties to the 

community” (Ibid.: 8). She goes on to speak of one rural elderly woman as a case study 

for how quantitative measurements of poverty might paint rural women as inherently 

disadvantaged and, yet, the rural community setting creates a more supportive 

environment that allows people to not only survive, but flourish. Comparatively, Craft, 

Johnson and Ortega’s 1998 research in this area found “that the urban elderly expect and 

receive less assistance from others” as opposed to rural elders (6). One cannot make any 

conclusions about the quality of life of elderly people in rural or urban areas without 

including qualitative methods. The rural ties to land and a strong sense of community 

help cushion these women from the perils of poverty. This is something that would not 

necessarily be acknowledged in a quantitative study. More than just offering a 

comparative methodology, however, these works speak to the importance of geographical 

location to the lives of economically disadvantaged elderly people. Their work highlights 

how there are tangible differences in the lives of rural versus urban women but that the 

very place that creates this objective poverty can also be used to cushion oneself from the 

effects of it. Even though it makes economic sense for rural women to leave for urban 

areas, the loss of independence combined with the detachment from the land means a 

diminishment in the quality of life for these women. This relationship between women 

and the space they occupy is a major element of my research and is helpful for 
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understanding the ways in which my research participants cope and strive in such 

arduous conditions.  

 A second important aspect of research in this area involves the actual dwellings in 

which elderly women live. The issue of housing is familiar to many who are dealing with 

an aging parent or relative. In Canada, discussions around housing for the elderly 

typically fall into camps: living independently or living in a retirement facility. An elder’s 

decision on their housing situation, assuming it is their decision to make, involves much 

consideration. The research demonstrates that elderly women overwhelmingly prefer to  

“‘age in place’, remaining in houses that may fall apart around them to enjoy the benefits 

of a home’” (Barusch, 1994: 124).  This was my experience when conducting my 

research. Due to the inherent and deliberate “community environment” of retirement 

homes and assisted living facilities, I deliberately excluded participants who lived in 

these settings. Instead, I wanted to focus on those who live at home, with a partner or 

with family and whose sense of community (or lack thereof) was organic. One of the best 

scholarly starting points in this area is Smith and Sylvestre’s “The Effects of 

Neighborhood and Individual Change on the Personal Outcomes of Recent Movers to 

Low-Income Senior Housing” (2008). This Canadian study set out to understand how 

elders felt about their recent relocation to a “government-subsidized senior citizen 

apartment building (SCAs)” (592). Many of the participants in my research live in a 

variation of a SCA and so this quantitative study provides a good background for 

understanding my own qualitative data. The researchers surveyed Winnipeg residents 

over 55 who were fully retired and lived in a SCA for at least a month but less than a 

year. They re-submitted a different survey one year later. The questionnaires were 
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structured and therefore allowed Smith and Sylvestre to measure quantitatively 

satisfaction levels on issues ranging from self-rated health, morale, levels of depression 

and self-esteem. The research results are complex and include a variety of factors not 

important for my research here, but one important finding is that respondents reported 

better satisfaction when the move meant closer proximity to essential services, such as 

food and health services.  Many respondents reported that living in a SCA meant 

connecting to a new network of support. What this means for my research is that the 

description of one’s dwelling is less about the physical structure but what that structure 

gives one access to. In this case, SCAs often mean a network of people in similar 

situations who can provide formal and informal support, should it be needed. Their work 

highlights elder attachment to living space and how moving from one location to another 

creates its own unique problems for people in their later life. This study and my own 

research together explore how quality of life is impacted by place and space.  

 The last important element of this research is the examinations of mobility and in 

particular, transit. A text of major significance for understanding the importance of 

mobility is the World Health Organization’s guide to Age Friendly Cities (2007). The 

guide focuses on the intersections of two major global trends: aging populations and 

rapid urbanization. It is based on research conducted in 35 cities from every continent 

with the goal of developing strategies for the inclusion of the elderly in modern cities. 

The guide is focused almost entirely on practical concerns, ranging from the best outdoor 

seating to the best ways to engage elderly entrepreneurs. Of particular relevance here is 

Section 6: Transportation. The research on transportation concluded: “Being able to move 

about the city determines social and civic participation and access to community and 
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health services” (2007: 20). Although public transportation or housing structures appear 

to be practical, tangible things, they clearly have a substantial impact on the quality of 

life for elderly people. The Guide is incredibly relevant to my own research for it very 

clearly makes the case for the inclusion of elderly people in city planning. By combining 

data from around the world, the guide speaks to the universality of the elderly experience 

in urban spaces and reinforces the importance of one’s place of residence and mobility. 

As an activist researcher interested in practical solutions, my research meshes well with 

the messages in this important guide. 

 With a similarly applied focus, Engels and Liu’s research on the social exclusion 

of elders without vehicles in Melbourne lays the groundwork for a broader understanding 

of the importance of public transit for the elderly (2011). Their research combines city 

planning with sociological understandings of exclusion to examine elders in Melbourne 

who do not drive but live outside the radius of public transit. As the population ages and 

the Melbourne city limits expand, there are more and more elders in need of reliable 

transportation and yet many are physically or financial unable to drive. Using strictly 

quantitative methods, Engels and Liu measure the accessibility of the city for elders 

within the municipality of Melbourne. Their research concludes that “transport 

engendered social exclusion” is a reality that is bound to worsen as the population ages 

(984). This study has important implications; however, it is too specific to the city of 

Melbourne to be taken as universal. Additionally, their reliance on exclusively 

quantitative methods means that other relevant elements are missing. Although my own 

research supports their conclusion, which is the need for elder-friendly transportation, 

their lack of qualitative data translates into a lack of concrete solutions. Without the 
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voices of the elderly or even elderly-sensitive city planners, the conclusions are weak. In 

fact, their main conclusion is that further research is needed in this area in order to 

brainstorm solutions on how to redress the current exclusion of non-driving elders. With 

that said, overall the study is an excellent example of the importance of understanding 

mobility as far more than a system of public transit but rather as an integral element of an 

inclusive society. 

 

Intersectionality  

 The core of intersectional analysis is recognizing the “mutually constitutive 

relations among social identities” (Shields, 2008: 301).  Intersectionality is a central tenet 

of feminist theory that occupies the space “between reductionist research that blindly 

seeks only the generalizable and particularized research so specialized that it cannot 

contribute to theory” (Hancock, 2007: 74). My major criticism of intersectionality, 

however, is the way in which it has become a “buzzword”, something that Kathy Davis 

explores in her research (2008). In her article, Davis excellently captures the essence of 

intersectional theory’s major flaw: it has become popularized to the point that it is often 

misapplied and rarely deconstructed. Her work questions, “[…] how a theory which is so 

vague could come to be regarded by so many as the cutting edge of contemporary 

feminist theory” (69).  Davis discusses how an intersectional approach became the de 

facto feminist theoretical model yet is so rarely questioned.   Davis unpacks intersectional 

theory from its initial use by Kimberlé Crenshaw in the late 1980s to its present day 

usage. She discusses my major concern with intersectional theory, which is that it is 

actually a euphemism for adding race, sexuality and class to a gender analysis. As 
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someone who interviewed 17 white women from similar class backgrounds and social 

locations, my use of an intersectional analysis is not obvious. What differences could 

these women possibly have that would require an intersectional approach? The answer, 

according to Davis, is plenty. Gender, class, age, geographic location and social status are 

all intersecting identities that cannot be viewed in isolation but rather understood as 

inseparable. My participants live complex lives with intersecting oppressions that are 

often rendered invisible by a narrow definition of intersectionality. Davis’ work 

concludes by stating that intersectionality, or rather a nuanced intersectional analysis, is 

the ideal feminist theory that should be improved upon rather than scraped. She argues 

that intersectionality “encourages complexity, stimulates creativity, and avoids premature 

closure, tantalizing feminist scholars to raise new questions and explore uncharted 

territory” (79).  For my own research project, Davis’ article informs my theoretical and 

methodological approach.   

 Working at the crossroads of gerontology and women’s studies is Toni Calasanti. 

One of the most prolific feminist gerontologists, Calasanti’s work examines the lived 

realities of elderly women while also offering an impressive analysis of the discipline 

itself and highlighting the notable absence of elderly women’s lives within gerontology. 

For example, Calasanti observes that in a series of journals on gerontology between 1998 

to mid 2003, not a single article included the terms “feminist” or “feminism” (2004: 2). I 

have already discussed at length the importance of feminism’s inclusion into gerontology 

but I include Calasanti’s text here because she speaks of the importance of an 

intersectional analysis that is fairly unique. First, the call for more research in feminist 

gerontology is an inherent endorsement of intersectional analysis. When women age, they 
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are both women and old at all times; they cannot simply pick and choose which identity 

represents them. We know that women’s experiences of aging are unique and their 

oppression is as much about sexism as it is ageism. Secondly, and most importantly, 

however, Calasanti’s work addresses the ways in which an intersectional analysis is 

beneficial to all genders. In this sense, her work mimics that of Davis in advocating for a 

nuanced intersectional approach.  Calasanti believes that by applying an intersectional 

analysis to all areas of aging studies, we can move the theory from the margins to the 

mainstream. As an example, Calasanti discusses how feminist gerontologists vocally 

advocate for an intersectional approach “but then begin to talk about poverty in old age 

only in terms of women – without subsequently contextualizing or acknowledging that 

White women are less likely to be poor than are Black or Hispanic men” (4). This 

example speaks to my own work. On the surface, my participants appear to be incredibly 

homogenized and yet, once an intersectional approach is applied, the complexities of 

their lived realities begin to emerge.  

 Calasanti’s work also briefly discusses another important element of 

intersectionality that I have yet to see articulated elsewhere. She advocates for an 

intersectional approach to be used not only on research subjects but on researchers 

themselves. More specifically, she calls for further discussion and research on the power 

dynamics between researcher and participant when the participant is old and the 

researcher is not. Intersectionality needs to move beyond the three main tenets (gender, 

race, and class) and include age in a way that recognizes age relations. What do the 

interactions between researcher and subject tell us about age relations? How do the two 

interact when there are clear generational differences? As a researcher who began this 
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work in my early 20s, I was acutely aware of the ways in which our youth-obsessed 

culture awarded me power over my participants in a way that went simply beyond the 

researcher-subject relationship. Calasanti’s work is a significant contribution to the 

understanding of intersectional analysis and the importance of constantly reevaluating its 

uses. 

Social Capital  

The last important research area crucial for understanding where my own research 

is situated is social capital. A term popularized by Robert D. Putnam, social capital refers 

to the currency and benefits associated with social networks.  Putnam’s Bowling Alone 

was a pivotal text that popularized discussion of the ways in which North America was 

shifting away from interdependent communities to households living in isolation. 

Putnam’s framing of social capital as a measurement of quality of life is seen in my own 

research as the role that social capital plays in the lives of my research participants cannot 

be underestimated.   

Aurélie Brunie examines social capital from a theoretical perspective (2009). 

Brunie argues that much like intersectional theory, social capital is a term that has 

become so ubiquitous that it is rarely deconstructed. In her view, both the defining and 

use of social capital has been overused and has therefore lost its strength. Although its 

proliferation has meant the advancement of our understanding of the concept, it has also 

meant the stretching of the concept to the point where it is often so broad as to become 

useless (252). Brunie categories social capital into three unique approaches: relational, 

collective and generalized. In the relational approach, social capital is tied to individual 

actors in a network and examines a network from the perspective of the individuals 
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within it and their access to resources.  The collective approach examines social capital 

from the perspective of a small, tight-knit group. Here the focus is less on the 

“instrumental utility of a specific actor’s relations [than] the quality of the relationships 

among actors within a collectivity” (255). Finally, in her view, the generalized approach 

to social capital conceives of it as subjective and as an individual attribute: “It is not a 

group that builds trust, but rather its members who acquire particular values and 

attitudes” (257). Her breakdown of social capital is incredibly important for 

understanding my own research. Although my work blurs several of the categories, the 

approach that most defines it is the collective approach. The participants in my research 

who were able to persevere through difficult times were able to rely on the help of those 

in their familial networks. Although all of the women had access to some sort of formal 

network, they were drawn to those they knew personally. Trust and feelings of history 

and familiarity defined their primary networks. As Brunie outlines, “[m]utual trust is the 

central factor in facilitating voluntary cooperation and it arises from norms of reciprocity 

and networks”; the women are able to rely on these networks because they are also relied 

upon by those very same networks (255). Brunie’s work contributes significantly to 

research on social capital for she helps to deconstruct its various applications in an effort 

to strengthen its overall usefulness as an analytic category. Her work also highlights the 

links between social capital and resilience, as she demonstrates how resilience is born 

from being rich in social capital. In my own research, strong social networks are a source 

of strength for the women; they contribute to their capacity for resilience in the face of 

hardship. In this sense, Brunie’s work is a crucial text for understanding the lives of my 

17 participants.  
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James S. Coleman’s examination of social capital is one of the earlier texts on the 

subject. It begins with a theoretical analysis of social capital and the history of its uses, 

and ends with analysing its practical application through a case study of high school 

dropouts. Much like Brunie’s work, Coleman critiques the use of social capital analysis, 

claiming two major common mistakes. When using it in a sociological context, actors 

within social networks are victims of the environment they are in and have no “internal 

springs of action that give the actor a purpose or direction” (1998: 96). Equally as 

inaccurate are those who believe that actors within social networks are strictly motivated 

by selfishness and personal objectives. In this second category, there is no real 

understanding of collectivity or “greater good”. I agree with Coleman’s suggestion that 

the reality lies somewhere in between. Building social capital has benefits for the actor in 

question and the other actors in the networks; it is a mutually beneficial relationship that 

relies on each individual member to make the network successful:  

If physical capital is wholly tangible, being embodied in observable material 

form, and human capital is less tangible, being embodied in the skills and 

knowledge acquired by an individual, social capital is less tangible, for it exists in 

relations among persons. (100-101)   

 

Using this definition, Coleman looks at high school students and their likelihood of 

becoming dropouts, depending on their social capital. What he uncovers is that students 

with strong familial social capital had higher rates of success. More than any other factor, 

the relationship between parent/guardian and child decided the student’s academic 

success. Social capital, as others have pointed out, relies on trust, reciprocity and 

“information-flow capability” (119). The reciprocal nature of social capital is particularly 

important for my work. My participants were quite cognizant that their informal networks 

required nurturing and that you only relied on others because you make yourself available 
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to help in return. Although Coleman’s research is now dated, it is still important for its 

deconstruction of social capital and for its emphasis on the mutually beneficial nature of 

human networks. It has clear links to my own research, where my participants’ 

relationships with friends and family relied on reciprocity. The women could rely on their 

informal networks because they felt that it was a push and pull relationship.    

An excellent starting point for the practical applications of social capital is a 2010 

survey on social determinants of health by Wanless, Mitchell and Wister. Their goal in 

undertaking the research was to examine the impact of rural or urban location on the 

health status of elderly women. Using social determinants of health such as education 

level, economic status, employment history, etc., the researchers confronted a major 

contradiction:  

On the one hand, lower individual and household income and lower education 

status are more prevalent in rural areas, and both are associated with poorer health 

status. On the other hand, research suggests that rural residents receive more 

social and community support (indicating a higher level of social capital), which 

are associated with better health status. (2010: 233-234)  

 

This contradiction challenged their understanding of social determinants of health. If 

economic wealth is considered as important an indicator as social capital, then how do 

you measure the health of rural elderly women? Their extensive research study is actually 

unable to answer that question. In fact, their major conclusion is that the social 

determinants of health model is flawed and cannot be understood as universal. With so 

many factors intersecting and, in cases like this, contradicting each other, it is impossible 

to accurately determine the social determinants of health.  But what is most important 

about this research for my own purpose is the quantitative evidence that social capital has 

a positive effect on the physical elements of aging. Although exact measurements of the 
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hierarchy of social determinants of health are obviously subject to challenge, the 

researchers are able to prove that a strong social network and a higher stock of social 

capital helps cushion elderly women from the perils of poverty and aging. Social capital 

as a buffer against the ill effects of poverty is a consistent element of my interviews; in 

fact, this theme quickly appeared and inevitably drove the research conclusions. For the 

women in my research project, resilience was born directly from the wealth of their social 

networks.  In times of need, the women could draw on their social networks to help them 

overcome adversity. The link between resilience and social networks is made clear in 

Wanless, Mitchell and Wister’s text.    

 Another practical example of social capital’s importance in the lives of elderly 

women is a study undertaken by Japanese researchers who followed a group of elders for 

five years in order to examine how interaction with their family and friends impacted 

their survival (Morita, Takano, Nakamura, Kizuki and Seino, 2009). Surveying over 5000 

local elders, the researchers measured place of living, walk-related motor functional 

independence, social engagement, marital status, lifestyle and health status over the 

course of five years. Their results determined that social capital does impact one’s 

mortality. Higher rates of social engagement and strong familial ties were “significant 

predictors of 5-year survival among” the elderly (546). What is most interesting for my 

research is that social capital and community engagement were particularly strong 

predicators of survival for elderly women. In fact, 82 per cent of women with a “strong 

sense of neighbourhood attachment” and interaction with family and friends survived at 

least five years, as compared to 70 per cent of men. This research, like Wanless et al.’s, 

uses quantitative research methods to prove the importance of social capital to the 
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livelihood of elderly women. Its observations are useful and relevant to my project, but 

their conclusion needs to be put in context. The researchers based their study on Japanese 

elders and “Japan is considered to be one of the healthiest countries in the world, having 

been shown to have the longest life expectancy and longest healthy life expectancy, in 

particular among women” (543). Although the link between social capital and health can 

be universalized, in this case it must be situated within a very specific context where the 

environment is already conducive to a long, healthy life. This is certainly not the case in 

Canada. Although the life expectancy for Canadian women is 83 years old, social 

isolation and chronic health problems play a major role in reducing quality of life, as 

compared to countries like Japan (Milan and Vézina, 2012). Nonetheless, their research 

offers an invaluable quantitative analysis of the role of social capital and provides an 

excellent baseline from which my work builds. 

 It is now evident that my research situates itself within the existing literature on 

poverty, feminist gerontology, place and space, intersectionality and social capital. My 

work uses these works as my foundation and provides a much-needed contemporary, 

qualitative, Canadian analysis that represents the voices of economically disadvantaged 

elderly women. The following chapter outlines the methods and methodology used to 

achieve this goal.  



 45 

Chapter Three 

Methodology and Methods     

 Qualitative interviews form the core method of the thesis. I followed feminist 

research principles by critiquing objectivity, recognizing marginalized voices and 

constantly engaging in self-reflection. As mentioned in my introduction, standpoint 

theory was critical to the planning and eventual success of this project. My work was 

informed by the basic tenet of standpoint theory: acknowledgment of one’s perception 

and the privileging of certain perspectives (Tanesini, 1999: 138-139). Standpoint theory 

critiques objectivity and challenges the notion of a neutral perspective void of influence 

or opinion. Scientific research typically privileges the knowledge and information of 

“objective sources” as defined by the so-called absence of viewpoint. In this model, 

objectivity is the ideal and seen as truth, whereas those who do not fit the definition of 

“objective source” are seen as biased, one-sided and untrustworthy: “Hegemonic 

‘universal’ knowledge has tended to ignore and render invisible marginalized experience, 

imagination and knowledge” (Stoetzler and Yuval-Davis, 2002: 327).     

Standpoint theory not only challenges the existence of objective truth but also 

makes a claim for the importance of subjectivity. Epistemologically speaking, this means 

making space for the perspectives of those who are outside the margins of so-called 

objectivity because they offer an outsider perspective removed from the benefits of the 

system. Marginalized people do not benefit from the status quo and are therefore better 

equipped to judge or comment as they are less likely to be blinded by the positive aspects 

of the system in question (McClish and Bacon, 2002: 28).   
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 Although I subscribe to the second-wave feminist perspective that women 

constitute a marginalized category in societies across the world and, in this case, Canada, 

I do not believe in “women” as an essentialist category (Bryson, 2000: 199). I do believe 

that bodies read as female share commonalities in this country, but I am not solely 

privileging the category of women.  In my research, I dealt with a category of people who 

were labeled as women, elderly and economically disadvantaged, none of which are 

traditionally understood as privileged positions to occupy. Due to their existence on the 

social, economic and political margins, I believe these women are well equipped to 

analyze the current economic and societal systems in Canada.  

 The decision to rely on qualitative research was clearly in line with feminist 

theory and methodology but my employment of qualitative research also responded to the 

reality of poverty discourse in Canada.  Perhaps the most problematic aspect of the 

literature surveyed in chapter two is how poverty is defined. As mentioned, Canada does 

not have an established, universal measurement of poverty. The Canadian Council on 

Social Development, however, argues that there are many different purposes for the 

measurement of poverty, including the need to budget for programs accordingly, the need 

to plan long-term anti-poverty objectives, the planning of individual budgets for those 

who rely on social assistance and the reality that how poverty is defined greatly affects 

how it is publically perceived (1984: 7-8). Clearly, different measurements serve 

different purposes but most measurements fall within one of two camps: objective or 

relative poverty. The use of an objective measurement is “based on the belief that one can 

determine the absolute measure of poverty by examining the essentials necessary for 

physical survival” (David Ross and Richard Shillington quoted in deGroot-Maggetti, 
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2002: 4). Relative poverty is based on the belief that one’s scarcity of resources and 

quality of life is relative to others and is largely comparative.  

Although an absolute measurement is important, as the Canadian Council on Social 

Development has pointed out, it fails to capture the whole picture. What about those who 

are living just above a so-called “poverty line”? What about those who have just recently 

fallen into poverty versus those who have experienced a lifetime of it? When looking at 

the elderly, it is important to recognize that those who experience poverty in their 60s, 

70s and 80s have quite a different experience than those who are still considered part of 

the workforce, for example. All of these factors affect how one lives and experiences 

poverty and it is for this reason that I abandoned the notion of “measurements” in my 

research. For my purposes, I was more concerned with one’s sense of belonging and 

ability to “make due” more than anything else, hence why all the participants were asked 

to self-define only.  

Feminist epistemology also informed my understanding of my own positioning within 

the research. Throughout each step of the research process, I was aware of my privilege 

and actively challenged the notion that I was the expert. I did this by consistently 

prioritizing the voices of the women I interviewed and ensuring that their perspective led 

the direction of this project. It was my goal to constantly reflect on my location within the 

project and be aware of and try to minimize the power dynamics at play between 

researcher and participant.  Certainly, the impact of the age differential was evident even 

at the beginning of the research.  At the time of the interviews, I was in my early twenties 

and interviewing women over 65. This meant that I was the age of most participants’ 

children or even grandchildren which created an interesting dynamic. The age differential 
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between the participants and myself meant, perhaps, that I was perceived as less 

intimidating upon my arrival. Although I was a stranger entering their home, I was 

perceived as less of a threat because, as many of the participants noted, I reminded them 

of their grandchildren. It is possible, however, that this association meant an aversion to 

presenting things in a negative light. It is possible that participants ‘sugarcoated’ facts in 

an attempt to soften their experiences for me. Existing research on the experiences of 

interviewing elderly women indicates that while “older people are more likely to admit 

women than men into their homes, [they] may also be suspicious of very young women” 

(Wenger, 2001: 264).  Previous studies have found that elderly research participants saw 

extroverted, middle-aged women as the ideal researcher (Ibid; Kestin van den Hoonaard, 

2005.). There was no way to investigate whether my age factored into how participants 

responded to my interview, nor did I attempt to, but it is worthy of note.  

From the outset, power dynamics between the participants and myself were 

inevitable. I was entering a woman’s personal space as an educated researcher with a 

certain set of knowledge that I was bringing to the table. I came to each interview in my 

own car with paperwork and an audio recorder and was therefore perceived to be the 

“one in charge”. In order to create a shared power relationship, I attempted to humanize 

the process as much as possible. I arrived for each interview with flowers for the 

participant as a thank you. I began each interview with background information on my 

motivations for doing the research, which included disclosure of my being the first person 

in my family to attend university and the fact that I grew up living with my grandmother 

and great-grandfather. I also spoke about being new to the Ottawa area and, whenever 

possible, spoke of my relationship with the person who had put me in contact with them. 
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In keeping with feminist methodology, and standpoint theory in particular, self-disclosure 

was important for establishing my perspective and for demonstrating that my position 

was not necessarily epistemologically privileged; I did not have the answers nor did I 

claim to (Tanesini, 1999: 138). I would follow up my background introduction by 

explaining that the interviews were semi-structured and therefore would follow an order 

and flow most comfortable for them. This emphasized that they were the experts and that 

my role was simply to listen and make note of their experiences. I also explained that 

each participant was free to refuse any question with which they were not comfortable 

and that they could refuse participation at any time during the process, including after 

their interview had been conducted.
5
 I accentuated that there were no right or wrong 

answers and that my goal was to understand their experiences and not to analyze or 

diagnose them. The use of semi-structured interviews rather than structured interviews or 

a survey was one more way in which I tried to create a mutually respectful relationship 

with the participants.  

Since none of the participants had taken part in a project like mine, they relied on me 

to explain the process and structure the actual interviews. However, I was equally as 

dependent on them since they were the gatekeepers of information. Therefore, by 

explaining my background, explaining the interview process and then giving them the 

floor, I hoped to shift the power back to them as much as possible given the 

circumstances.  

 

 

 

                                                 
5
 See Appendix A for interview questionnaire.  



 50 

Recruitment 

 

My research sought 18-20 elderly women living in urban and rural Ottawa who 

were over 65, Canadian, did not live in a retirement facility or formalized senior 

residence and who self-identified as economically disadvantaged. I used the term 

“elderly” in my recruitment and in my discussions because it is an honorary term for the 

wise and knowledgeable members of a community in many Indigenous cultures. 

Although the term “senior” is the term used by the state and was used by many of the 

women themselves, I maintained my use of “elderly” as it is less attached to age as it is to 

wisdom and insight. For this project, rural is defined as the upper Ottawa Valley; my 

rural participants derived mainly from Eganville. I also limited my interviewees to 

women who live alone or with family members because it was beyond the scope of my 

project to address the unique situations of women living in residential retirement and 

nursing homes. Those women live in environments that present unique situations 

regarding community and isolation that fall outside the scope of this investigation.   
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The means of recruitment initially proposed for urban participants were posters 

distributed to various community resource centres in urban Ottawa, such as community 

health centres and senior drop-in centres. This proved ineffective for a few reasons. 

Considering the reality of living in a major urban setting, it is understandable that a poster 

asking for participants to meet with a researcher to discuss their experiences of being 

economically disadvantaged would be somewhat suspect. Secondly, my recruitment 

poster included the descriptor “elderly women living in poverty,” a phrase that proved to 

be off-putting. As Barusch explains: “People resist stigmatizing labels, so individuals 

advanced in years seldom consider themselves ‘old’, just as those with few economic 

resources seldom consider themselves ‘poor’” (1994: 31). It is clear that when dealing 

with a population that is both “old” and “poor”, one must consider their language and 

terminology carefully. After speaking with service providers in various community 

centres, they recommended that I use the term “economically disadvantaged” instead. 

This is the descriptor that I have maintained since.
6
 Thirdly, the most obvious reason for 

the ineffectiveness of using posters to recruit is that I only received ethics clearance to 

begin recruitment a few weeks before the seven-week long, city-wide transit strike. The 

City of Ottawa had no bus or O-Train service for this duration during the coldest time of 

the year. For this reason, the community at large and the marginalized in particular were 

relatively stranded. I met with various community service providers and they were 

astounded at how slow business was and told me not to bother putting up posters until 

after the strike. The inaccessibility of community resources was well reported throughout 

                                                 
6
 The term ‘living in poverty’ may be as accurate as ‘economically disadvantaged’ in many cases, but it is a 

much more powerful phrase that can invoke the stigma of poverty.   The second term, ‘economically 

disadvantaged’ is somewhat less personal and speaks more to the impacts of poverty. It is possible that my 

initial use of ‘living in poverty’ was not welcoming to participants. 
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the strike (Casey, 2009: 3); however, “The Well”, a women’s drop-in centre in downtown 

Ottawa, heard about my project and invited me to attend their monthly senior’s lunch. 

These lunches are open to any ‘senior’ women in the community. There were less than a 

dozen women present when I attended and since the definition of “senior” used by “The 

Well” differed from mine, I was not able to find any recruits. After nine months of 

recruitment, I found participants through five personal contacts. Those participants 

snowballed
7
 into a total of nine. In the end, I was only able to use eight of the urban 

interviews as one participant refused to sign a consent form.  

The recruitment process for the rural participants was a vastly different experience. I 

have one personal contact in the upper Ottawa Valley who gave me 12 contacts within a 

few short days. My contact recruited participants through her church and her 

longstanding connections in the area. The rural recruitment process speaks to the 

importance of social networks in rural settings, a phenomenon expressed through 

previous research that I explore further below (Shenk, 1998; Scott, 1998; Cranswick and 

Thomas, 2005). Comparatively, this process also demonstrated one of the major problems 

with urban recruitment – lack of trust. My rural interviewees were recruited quickly 

because my contact already had an established relationship with each participant and was 

able to vouch for me as a researcher before the interviews began. There was an element 

of trust present that was not so readily available for the urban interviewees.  For the rural 

portion of my study, I was able to identify nine willing and eligible women.   

 

                                                 
7
 Snowball recruitment is a method of recruitment often used for hard-to-reach or hidden populations that 

entails recruiting a small sample of individuals and asking them to recruit other individuals within their 

networks (Heckathorn, 2011).  
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Interview Process 

 A total of 17 interviews were conducted between January and July 2009. As 

mentioned, the interviews were semi-structured and varied between thirty minutes and 

four hours with the average interview lasting about an hour. All were held in the homes 

of the participants with the exception of one interview conducted in a local restaurant. All 

interviews were audio-recorded with the exception of one. In keeping with feminist 

research methods, all women were mailed a copy of their transcripts and given the 

opportunity to make any changes, should they feel that the transcript did not adequately 

represent our conversation. The women were each given the opportunity to choose 

pseudonyms.
8
  In addition, each participant was also offered a copy of the final project. 

This was important for demonstrating that while their experiences might seem mundane 

to them, their stories represented legitimate knowledge.  The research participants in my 

project were well equipped to present an accurate image of the reality of experiencing 

economic disadvantage.  

I approached each interview with a loosely structured list of themes and general 

questions. Each interview began with a discussion of basic personal information, 

including mother tongue.  The most common mother tongue languages were English in 

the urban areas and German in the rural areas. Three participants identified French as 

their mother tongue. Being a franco-ontarienne myself, these interviews jumped faster to 

familiarity than the others because we were able to bond immediately over our common 

experience of being a linguistic and cultural minority in a province in which that identity 

is contested.  One of the interviews was conducted solely in French and it was also the 

                                                 
8
 All names listed within this thesis are the pseudonyms chosen by the women themselves.  
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only interview where the participant refused to be audio recorded. Although I never 

probed her for a justification, it became clear throughout the interview process that 

Simone was incredibly private about her experiences of hardship. Although there are 

many French speakers in the city of Ottawa, the franco-ontarienne community is 

relatively small. I suspect that her reasons for wanting the interview to remain “off the 

record” were borne from her desire to maintain her privacy.   

The process of interviewing Simone was a reminder of the power dynamics 

within the interviewing process. Although I entered her home as an educated researcher, 

the power balance quickly shifted to a more egalitarian one as we shared in our 

experiences of being franco-ontarienne women in urban Ottawa. This conversation did 

more than simply “break the ice”; it established a commonality that helped bridge the 

space between researcher and participant. While I interviewed another participant at a 

later point that I knew from my personal life, the familiarity we had did not compare to 

the relationship between Simone and myself.  The sharing of a common struggle was 

indispensable in redressing the power imbalance between researcher and research 

participant.  

The second element of basic information that I asked of the participants at the 

beginning of the interview was their age. Were I to do a similar project in the future, I 

would not begin by asking for the participant’s age. One’s name and age were the very 

first questions posed and although the women were chosen based on their age and 

economic status, these were the two most sensitive topics for them. In contemporary 

Canadian society, a woman’s worth is closely linked to age, which is one of the primary 

reasons for their marginalization as elderly women (Bluhm, 2000). Therefore, beginning 
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with a person’s age might seem innocuous initially but it was clearly invasive for many. 

After asking for the participant’s name, age and mother tongue, I then started off with 

basic questions regarding their location, history of living arrangements, etc. This was 

followed by questions in the ‘economics’ category of work history, means of income, 

economic history, etc. No questions were asked regarding amount of income or assets as 

my project is more concerned with subjective rather than objective poverty. My 

interviews aimed to understand life on a tight budget, something that did not necessarily 

require fixed numbers. The final questions clustered around the social lives of each 

participant, their friends, relationships, hobbies or activities. I ended each interview by 

asking participants if they had any recommendations for how to change their situation 

and/or the situation of others in regards to being elderly and economically disadvantaged.  

 The interviews varied according to personality but most were informal and 

involved intermissions for refreshments and the perusing of pictures and family albums. 

In every case, the researcher / participant relationship had clearly changed by the end of 

the interview. Initial formal greetings and “hellos” and a possible handshake often ended 

with hugs and a “come by again soon”. My experience interviewing elderly women was 

very much in line with the work of Kestin van den Hoonaard, whose research focuses on 

the experiences of elderly widows (2005). Her experience conducting interviews about 

widowhood led her to focus specifically on the methodological implications of 

interviewing elderly women. Kestin van den Hoonaard’s observations were that elderly 

women are self-conscious and want to “get it right" so they employ a number of tactics to 

check in with the researcher to ensure they are on the right track. Although implicit, the 
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women are aware of the power dynamics and often make the interview process a social 

one so that they are not necessarily a subject of research but rather a hostess.  

Van den Hoonaard’s experience very much mirrors my own. After each 

interview, I encouraged participants to contact me at any time if they wanted to be 

removed from the project, wanted to add something to their interview or were simply in 

need of a ride or some company. None of the participants wished to be removed but a few 

of the participants did make further contact to include some missed details and/or to 

socialize. I have maintained a friendship with many of the women. Sharlene Nagy Hesse-

Biber reflected on her experience of conducting feminist research and defined it as such:  

Research that gets at an understanding of women’s lives and those of other 

oppressed groups, research that promotes social justice and social change¸ and 

research that is mindful of the researcher-researched relationship and the power 

and authority imbued in the researcher’s role are some of the issues that engage 

the feminist researcher. (Hesse-Biber, 2007: 117, emphasis hers)  

 

Throughout the research and analysis process, I worked to centre the voices of the 

participants over my own and to practice continuous self-reflection to ensure that the 

research conclusions accurately represented the women’s lives.   

Finally, it is worth noting that I conducted each interview with elder abuse 

resources on hand. For ethical reasons, I researched the elder abuse disclosure protocol 

that stated that if a participant did disclose abuse, I did not legally need to disclose the 

information because the participants were over the age of 18 and not in the care of a 

service provider. No incidents of elder abuse were disclosed or discussed.  



 57 

Data Analysis 

Although the research question lends itself to an urban/rural divide, the data presented 

itself more thematically. The women’s experiences were fundamentally similar but 

contextually different. Therefore, in transcribing the interviews, coding software was 

used to assemble similar ideas and experiences. Once all of the interviews were 

transcribed, themes began to appear. I used the coding software NVivo and the mapping 

software MindMap to synthesize the extensive data and align similar themes. I used 

NVivo to establish patterns in the interview transcripts and then used MindMap to 

visually map out the most effective means of connecting the various subject areas into 

cohesive chapter outlines. The following chapters present and analyze the major themes 

gleaned from the 17 interviews. 
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Chapter Four  

“Life sure has its challenges, but somehow we get through it”: Resourcefulness and 

Resilience 

Long before I began analyzing the results of the qualitative interviews, I sensed 

the emergence of a common theme. During the interviews, participants responded to a 

series of questions regarding their daily experiences of being economically disadvantaged 

and elderly. Questions of “resourcefulness” and “resilience” were not probed in the 

interviews nor explicitly defined by the interviewees and they did not appear consciously 

aware of the importance of it in their lives. However, the theme of resourcefulness was a 

major part of every interview. This was made all the more apparent when I found myself 

into an embarrassing situation during one particular interview.  

I interviewed Lynn at her home in rural Eganville during the dead of winter. We 

had a pleasant interview, which included lots of tea and looking at family photos for a 

few hours. Although it was a sunny day, it had stormed most of the week and so I left her 

house by way of a driveway covered in black ice. In trying to head to my next 

destination, my car got stuck in her long driveway a total of three times. I was not only 

completely mortified but completely unprepared as well. Having dressed for an interview 

inside and not for outside winter weather, I was knee deep in a snow bank, attempting to 

dig my car out of the ditch. I looked up to see Lynn coming up the driveway with soccer 

cleats on her feet and a bucket of ashes. Realizing I needed more than some grip for my 

tires, she called a relative who lived up the road and had him come down with a tractor. 

He was able to pull me out of the ditch successfully and instruct me on how to drive 
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safely to the dry road. I was dumbstruck with humiliation and gratitude and only when I 

had safely made it to my next stop did the significance of the situation dawned on me. I 

had been looking for keywords and themes in my interview, and yet here I was, 

experiencing resourcefulness and resilience in action.   In making one phone call, a 

sequence of events was set into motion and before I knew it, people were coming to my 

rescue, no questions asked. I had gotten myself into a pretty serious predicament and was 

able to get out of it in a short period of time without the help of police, tow trucks or any 

formal service. This experience became the metaphor for my research and, in particular, 

this chapter.  

Once I began sorting through the actual data, the theme of resourcefulness and 

resilience became even more apparent. I define resilience “as the capacity to remain well, 

recover, or even thrive in the face of adversity” (Hardy, Concato and Gill, 2004: 257).  

The women interviewed used creativity and resilience to help them “get by” in a variety 

of ways. Their resourcefulness is not only a survival strategy; it is a source of pride and a 

value they cherish. The types of resources they created and relied on varied but primarily 

fell into one of two categories. “Formal services” consisted of institutionalized, 

subsidized and/or formally organized services offered by the municipality, the Victorian 

Order of Nurses (VON) or a local community centre, for example. Those services are 

recognized as “institutionalized” or “formalized” by their organizational structure, 

sources of funding and recognition by the community. The second are “informal 

services” which is a term I use to define the informal networks that the participants rely 

on when “formal” services are unavailable, inadequate or inaccessible. “Informal 

services” consist of grassroots organized, self-created networks often formed intuitively 
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by the participants in the absence of more formalized services. Thus, this chapter 

explores the demonstrated resourcefulness of the participants by first describing their 

experiences with formal services, followed by a demonstration of how they use informal 

resources to “get by” when formal services are problematic. The use of informal services 

and networks, organized by the participants themselves, played a major role in the lives 

of the women and was by far the most prominent theme of each interview. Although 

many of the women lived lives of immense hardship, their tenacity and creative thinking 

helped them survive. When faced with adversity, they were able to persevere thanks to 

their resilient spirit and ingenuity. Their resilience can be seen through their use, creation 

and management of formal and informal services. When sifting through the data, there 

were innumerable examples of the participants using their resourcefulness to overcome 

adversity.  Throughout the interviews, resilience and resourcefulness clustered around 

three issues: transportation; health; and care.  Focusing on these issues, I next outline the 

myriad ways in which the participants survive and discuss the importance of negotiating 

both formal and informal services.   

From Point A to Point B: Transportation  

Using semi-structured interviews as outlined in chapter three, I entered each 

interview with a brief outline of questions and topics on which I wanted to focus. None of 

the questions specifically related to resources, either accessed or desired, and yet each 

interview pivoted around discussions of resources and networks. The interviews 

conducted with urban women living in the city of Ottawa focused more heavily on formal 
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resources presumably because of the strike by public transit workers.
9
 As previously 

mentioned, I received ethics clearance mere weeks before the transit strike began and so 

finding urban participants was difficult. The participants I did find were very concerned 

about the transit strike. In fact, even the interviews that I conducted after the transit strike 

included discussions about how the strike had deeply affected either themselves or those 

they knew. The transit strike was also a topic discussed by the rural participants, who do 

not have transit access but still felt the effects either from family and friends in the city or 

who were affected simply by the stories in the news.  

The transit strike, therefore, became a major component of the interviews. It 

obviously affected the entire city, but was particularly problematic for those who had 

limited mobility or resources such as the elderly, disabled, lone parents and the    

economically disadvantaged. Many of the women spoke highly of public transit in 

general and saw it as one of the major positives of living in the city:  

[…] I’ve always traveled by bus, I don’t mind. I had a car but I don’t like driving 

now because there are too many crazies on the road, so I got rid of my car … 

about seven years ago, but I take the bus everywhere. And this is what I like about 

the bus. You can get a bus to get you everywhere. If I don’t know what bus to 

take, I call OC Transpo [Ottawa City Transit] and they tell me the best buses to 

take. (Margaret)   

 

The issue of transportation was particularly relevant for the participants due to the 

timing of the interviews. Yet, transportation and the importance of access appeared to be 

a core matter that went beyond the immediate concerns of the strike. For Margaret, the 

availability of public transit was a relief from the stresses of driving whereas Lorraine, 

                                                 
9 The city of Ottawa’s transit strike began on December 10, 2008 and officially halted all public transportation, 

including buses and light-rail. The strike officially ended 52 days later; however, the actual end of the strike was not so 

evident since it took many weeks for all routes and services to return to full service.  
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another participant, saw public transit as the lifeline that enabled her to leave her 

apartment. Transportation is an obvious link to the outside world for elderly women, 

particularly those who live alone, as was the case for 14 of the 17 women I interviewed. 

Most had been divorced or widowed for many years and relied on public transportation 

for daily necessities and social interaction. Similar research conducted with economically 

disadvantaged elderly women has found that transportation is an important, yet often over 

looked issue. Although Barusch did not specifically ask any questions regarding 

transportation, “over half (52%) of the women [she] interviewed spontaneously 

mentioned the topic. […] The most often-mentioned category on this subject related to 

problems associated with lack of transportation. These included inability to shop for 

better food prices, inability to take advantage of government commodities, inability to 

vote, difficulty getting to a job interview, and (most often) isolation. […]” (1994: 57).  

Susanne, an elderly woman from urban Ottawa who routinely used public 

transportation after she had to give up her car for financial reasons, expressed frustration 

regarding the public transit system in Ottawa. She was often concerned about the ability 

to even get to the bus stop, assuming there were buses running. She spoke of the 

difficulty in walking to the stop in the winter, as the pathways were rarely cleared and it 

was nearly impossible to carry grocery bags:  

[…] even if they get the parking lot [plowed] and so on here, and it’s sometimes a 

couple of days before that’s done, it’s the pathways, the walkways are cleared but they’re 

not done well enough when your footing isn’t good. You know? It’s okay in that it may 

be plowed but it’s so uneven and then it freezes and its icy lumps and when your 

footing’s not good, you can’t really walk on it. So even though it’s just over there, it 

might as well be 10 miles away. […] So it’s just, sometimes, although it looks like it 

should be nothing, those are little hindrances that are hard with limited balance and 

mobility. That would seem like nothing, you know, to a 12 year old or whatever. 

(Susanne) 
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 All of this is moot, of course, during a 52-day transit strike. Nonetheless, it is 

incorrect to assume that having a public transit system is enough. As stories like 

Susanne’s demonstrate, the elderly have specific transportation needs that must be 

considered in the creation and maintenance of an accessible bus system: “Older people 

(aged 60 and over) commonly experience transport disadvantage, including substantial 

problems with bus usability, which limits their participation in society and results in 

poorer health outcomes” (Broome et al., 2010: 435). Other research calls for the 

recognition of the special needs of the elderly, such as more frequent bus stops, speedy 

plowing and de-icing of pathways and specific training for bus operators (Ibid.).  The 

World Health Organization recognizes age-friendly public transit as an important part of 

a functioning and accessible city (WHO, 2007).  

Transportation is an important area of study when examining the lives of the 

elderly because it not only speaks to issues of mobility and access to resources but also to 

independence. More specifically, transportation (or lack thereof) is a large determinant 

for housing. As we age, our residential needs change. Whether it is the arrival of children 

requiring more space or the loss of mobility requiring adapted living arrangements, our 

housing needs change as we do. Our choice of living arrangement is greatly dependent on 

proximity to resources and, in turn, access to transportation. If you are mobile enough to 

take care of your daily needs, for example, but have no access to transportation of any 

kind, then your capacity to live independently in your own home has been greatly 

reduced. Nonetheless, remaining in their home as they age is often listed as a top priority 

for the elderly (Wanless, Mitchell and Wister, 2010; Morita, Takano, Nakamura, Kizuki 

and Seino, 2009). A promising trend in this regard is a move towards “aging in place”. It 



 64 

is defined as “an approach to elder care service delivery that takes place outside of an 

institutional setting and allows elders to stay in their own homes” (Bookman, 2008: 422). 

And remaining in place is something the elderly have clearly been doing, as most 

Canadian elders aged 65 and over lived in private households in 2006—91% of women 

and 95% of men” (Milan and Vézina, 2011: 12). 

In Ottawa, Aging in Place is a formal program through Ottawa’s Community Care 

Access Centre located in apartment buildings across the city. The program enables 

elderly residents to remain in their own home by providing them with an important 

lifeline should they require support. One of my urban participants lived in an Aging in 

Place residence in downtown Ottawa and her experience speaks to the importance of 

formal services in enabling transportation and, in turn, a life of independence. Lorraine 

had acute health problems that included severe respiratory issues. She lived in downtown 

Ottawa and therefore technically had access to the public transit system, but because of 

her ill health, was not able to take advantage of it. Thankfully, Lorraine lived in an Aging 

in Place building; the worker in the building noted her isolation and she was set up with 

The Good Companions, a local centre for the elderly. The Good Companions employ a 

driving service where local volunteers drive elders-in-need to do errands and attend 

medical appointments. In Lorraine’s case, her ability to live independently came as a 

direct result of a formalized service in her apartment building.  When the public transit 

system failed her because of her health problems, the existence of an Aging in Place 

program in her building connected her to another formal service in the community to 

ensure her needs were met.  
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Another urban participant named Marie did not have the same luck. However, her 

creative resourcefulness is an excellent example of the inventiveness I witnessed so often 

in this project. Marie was an urban participant who lived alone in an apartment building 

comprised solely of low-income elders. Like most dwellings that are inhabited mainly by 

elders, it had a high proportion of female occupants.  Scheduling an interview with Marie 

proved difficult because she maintained an unbelievably hectic schedule. When we 

finally did meet, I asked her about her busy timetable: “Yeah, the association here, I’m 

the treasurer. And we have parties we organize, we have bingos, we have sandbags and 

parties and cards; we do all kinds of things. […] No time to be lonesome.” Her calendar 

was filled with activities that ranged from social outings to fundraisers for local charities. 

She hoped to keep her neighbours active and engaged, while also being passionate about 

giving back to her community. She spent 15 years working with a local organization 

supporting families with Cystic Fibrosis and helping to fundraise for the local children’s 

hospital. It was clear that being social and connected to her community was an important 

part of Marie’s strategy for staving off loneliness and maintaining a link to the outside 

world. There is a well-established link between rich social networks and quality of life 

(Morita, Takano, Nakamura, Kizuki and Seino, 2010) and, in the case of Marie, her social 

networks helped her through difficult situations. Marie participated in my project during 

the bus strike. Being an urban participant, the issue of transit came up early on and when 

asked if she had been affected, Marie responded: 

Yeah, it didn’t affect us. Well, it did in a way, but not like yourself; someone who 

takes the bus everyday to go to work. One of my granddaughters had to walk for 

an hour before she got to work. That’s inconvenient. I didn’t have any. 
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Her refusal to acknowledge any hardship in her life was a common occurrence I 

witnessed with several participants. There was a concerted effort by many to minimize 

the hardship they had experienced and, in many cases, continue to experience. Their 

reasons for being unwilling to divulge the difficulties in their lives can be attributed to 

many things, including shame, a desire for privacy and stoicism. In the case of this 

project, it is also possible that this unwillingness to speak frankly about hardship was 

compounded by the age difference between the participants and researcher.  G. Clare 

Wenger wrote about her experiences interviewing elderly women and her conclusion was 

that in order to have the most success, the interviewer should be a middle-aged woman 

(Wenger, 2001).  In my case, although gender may have advantaged my interview 

process, there were clear power dynamics between myself as a researcher in my early 20s 

working with participants who were all over the age of 65. This became clear in Marie’s 

interview when she repeatedly diminished her experiences of hardship. It often took 

several follow-up questions in order to get a more realistic picture of her reality. In 

regards to transportation, she acknowledged that the transit strike was difficult for others 

but downplayed how it impacted her.  When I followed up to ask her how she managed to 

get around without access to public transit, she divulged that she and other neighbours 

were left with very few options. However, they did not dwell on their bad luck. Instead, 

relying on her strong familial networks in the community, she found some single men in 

the apartment building that had access to vehicles. Anyone in her building that needed a 

ride could pay these men some gas money for a ride to wherever they needed to go. 

Marie and her neighbours were not able to rely on formal services in light of the bus 

strike but because of the strong informal networks they had maintained over the years, 
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they were able to come together to create an informal system of transportation and, in 

turn, find a solution.  

This reliance on informal networks to “get by” in moments of adversity was also 

seen in Susanne’s story. Susanne was one of the youngest women I interviewed and 

struggled with being both economically disadvantaged and disabled.  Her options were 

limited not only by her mobility but also by her income since she had been living on a 

fixed income from the Ontario Disability Support Program before she transitioned to Old 

Age Security. When I asked her how she had been impacted by the transit strike, she 

responded with an emphatic “yes”: 

It affected a lot of people, neighbours and so on, and it would have [affected me] 

more if I didn’t have my friend Frank who is helping me out and so on. Some 

people, like Tina, had forms to fill out and all that sorta stuff because she was off 

work with back problems. (Susanne) 

 

Susanne had limited options based on her age, disability and income but because of her 

strong connections in the community, she was able to troubleshoot an effective solution. 

In addressing the question of how she negotiated a lack of transportation in light of the 

strike, Susanne’s approach was similar to Marie’s. It took some probing for her to 

acknowledge that she was affected and her immediate response was to state how she was 

not nearly as affected as people she knew. Nonetheless, the transit strike placed her at a 

disadvantage and it was only through reliance on her strong community networks that she 

was able to reflect back on the strike and feel as though she was not disadvantaged. 

Susanne’s analysis of her situation was similar to the perspective of other elderly 

participants interviewed in Kestin van den Hoonaard’s project. She observed that when 

interviewing elderly women, they often question the strength of their answers or 
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downplay the importance of their experiences (2005). Regardless, Susanne’s experience 

was clearly representative of a common occurrence for elderly women in Ottawa.  Her 

story was another example of the resilience of elderly women who navigate gaps in 

formally organized transportation by relying on their strong familial and social networks.  

 

Health Strategies: Food for Thought 

 One of the advantages of conducting semi-structured qualitative interviews is the 

liberty it gives respondents. By asking open-ended questions, participants enjoy the 

flexibility to speak to their interpretation of the query. At no point in my formal 

interviewing did I ask the participants to discuss food security, cooking routines or 

cuisine. I also did not ask them about their health status or level of ability. Yet, when 

asked to discuss their overall economic status, every participant mentioned the impact of 

rising food costs and several participants discussed at length how they were forced to 

think strategically about health issues. Throughout my interviews, it was evident that 

food security and overall physical health were a concern for them and that we could not 

discuss their economic reality without inclusion of these issues. All of the participants 

brought up rising food costs and food insecurity as a reality in their lives. Their 

experiences reflect a growing trend across the country. Food bank usage in Canada has 

risen 39.9% over the past decade or so with 44.6% of users being women (HungerCount, 

2012: 24). When broken down into the rural and urban divide, food bank usage for the 

elderly is almost at par (Ibid). Rising food costs, limited mobility to shop for better prices 

and increased health needs exacerbate the situation for the elderly. Living on an already 

limited income meant that additional funds could not be found to fill the gap. In some 
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cases, the women sought out help from formal services but more often than not, they 

simply changed their shopping habits or cooked creatively.  

 In this section, I begin by discussing food security followed by outlining specific 

health strategies undertaken by some of the participants. In both cases, I argue that formal 

networks are important but gaps exist and, when they do, it is the existence of tight 

informal networks that allowed the women to overcome negative circumstances. 

 Vera was a rural woman who had lived on a farm most of her life. For much of 

her life, she and her husband had a large garden and therefore purchased limited 

groceries.  They were able to keep their food costs down by living off the land they 

owned:  

We only bought what was needed. Well, we grew our vegetables, potatoes and did 

a lot of canning. Had our own pork and beef. We didn’t spend much on food and 

that kinda carries on. You kinda keep living like that. […] We had our own 

smoked sausage and pork sausage. Now we don’t make it anymore. (Vera) 

 

With her husband’s death and her declining health and mobility, Vera was no longer able 

to operate the smokehouse or head to the strawberry fields to pick berries for canning. 

Since she had lived in the same area her entire life, she had built up strong social capital 

in her community and it was these connections that helped her strategize. Although she 

now lacked the mobility for some tasks, she was able to maintain her family’s tradition of 

making sauerkraut, which she fermented inside her house. The sauerkraut provided 

sustenance throughout the winter, maintained her family tradition and allowed her to cut 

costs as it was relatively inexpensive to produce. She would then share some with her 

neighbours and friends, trading her sauerkraut for preserves that they made. This informal 

bartering system allowed Vera and her neighbours to reduce the impact of rising food 

costs while also creating an opportunity for them to maintain family traditions and 
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recipes. It was clear in talking to Vera that her keeping up her family tradition of 

sauerkraut was an important source of pride.  

 Susanne, an urban participant, also discussed another strategy Vera employed. 

Both Vera and Susanne spoke about the benefits of buying food in bulk. Buying food and 

food supplies in larger quantities was not only less expense in the long term, it also 

provided an opportunity for communal sharing. In Vera’s case, she would purchase food 

in bulk and freeze portions to preserve it. She was able to do so because she had access to 

a large freezer. Susanne lived in a small, urban townhouse and did not have a large 

kitchen or a deep freezer, so her capacity to freeze food was limited. However, she and 

her neighbours purchased in bulk as a means of assisting each other: 

 

What we do, a lot of the time, and I’m fortunate because if you were more 

isolated you wouldn’t have that, is if they got, sometimes it’ll be 2 bags of 

potatoes for a 1.49$ or whatever it is, so we’ll buy and share. I mean there is a 

program around, too the ‘Good Food Box’. I’ve never tried it and so on, but 

maybe it would work if you have an entire family but we do it by shopping where 

the sale is and dividing up our stuff. (Susanne)  

 

Susanne and her neighbours knew of a community resource that would provide a similar 

service, but they felt it was better suited for large families, rather than individuals. 

Therefore, they devised a system where they would assist each other instead. Their 

communal ‘Good Food Box’ went a step further with sharing of prepared meals: 

 

It depends on the time of year, but somebody makes a macaroni or soup, we do 

that a lot. It’s sorta like a stone soup. One of the girls is really good at making 

soup but she doesn’t always have the ingredients, so we might give her whatever 

and then she produces it. And sometimes, they’ll be a knock at the door and 

somebody hands me a little dish of spaghetti sauce because this one over there is 

making a big batch and so on and so forth. So we sort of divvy up. (Susanne) 
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Only one participant relied solely on formal services for food security. Sylvie, a rural 

participant, had limited vision and mobility and was no longer able to prepare her own 

meals safely. Being a longtime resident and volunteer in her community, she knew of 

available services to assist her and settled on the Victorian Order of Nurses (VON) food 

service. For less than the cost of making her meals at home, Sylvie was able to pre-order 

frozen entrées and simply heat them in the microwave when she was hungry. For Sylvie, 

this meant that she could continue to live independently and because it was a service that 

required a fee, she did not feel as though she was using a service that was reserved for the 

“less fortunate”.  Living independently was about more than simply meeting one’s daily 

needs for survival without assistance. Reciprocity was an important element of how they 

negotiated services and, in Sylvie’s case, because she was paying for support from VON, 

she was comfortable with the arrangement. Not being mobile enough to be barter 

anything else in exchange, Sylvie relied on formal services that required only the 

exchange of a fee. Had she relied on an informal network of friends or family, she would 

have felt indebted to them for having nothing to give in exchange other than gratitude.    

Altering their cooking and shopping habits is one way in which the women were 

able to stretch their inadequate incomes to address the shortfall created by rising food 

costs and their increasingly limited mobility. When this proved impossible, they relied on 

formal services to fill that gap. Their creative strategies proved effective at ensuring they 

had access to satisfactory sustenance. However, there is less capacity for creativity when 

it comes to meeting one’s health and care needs. Cutting corners to meet your health 

needs can be incredibly dangerous and harmful to your long-term health. Equally as 

important as meeting your physical health needs is the need for overall care and 
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companionship. Care is essential but not without contention. Nonetheless, the women 

proved effective at finding creative strategies to ensure holistic care. The following 

section profiles the ways in which my 17 research participants strategized to meet their 

care needs, both physical and emotional.  

“I get by with a little help from my friends”: Care 

Susanne, an urban participant, had been dealing with a multitude of health 

problems for several years. When she transitioned from the Ontario Disability Support 

Plan (ODSP) to Old Age Security (OAS), she felt that being disabled had put her at an 

advantage because she was used to living on a fixed income. She had built up a host of 

strategies for addressing the gaps between what government subsidies paid for and what 

needed to be paid for out-of-pocket. Susanne’s health problems included diabetes, which 

was improved significantly through the intake of supplements. However, since 

supplements are not covered under OAS in the same way as prescriptions, she could not 

afford them. In turn, her health deteriorated. Knowing that the supplements improved her 

health but lacking the funds to purchase them, Susanne began asking for them in 

exchange of Christmas and birthday presents from family and friends. This not only 

meant that she was able to access the much-needed supplements, but receiving them as 

actual gifts rather than gifts of money meant that she did not need to claim the gifts as 

income. Susanne was able to circumvent the gap in her health care by creatively relying 

on family and friends. 

Relying on one’s support networks to help you purchase supplements is a creative 

means of making one’s health needs. There are times, however, when shortcuts can have 
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detrimental health effects. In discussing the ways in which she is forced to be resourceful 

to make ends meet, one particular example from Susanne stood out:  

[…] my needles are somewhere around $38 for a box of needles. Well I don’t 

change my needles all the time. I change when my vial runs out instead of each 

time, so that’s one way [I save money]. 

 

Susanne knew that reusing needles was unhealthy and put her at risk of infection; 

however, her need to stretch her resources as far as they could go outweighed her health 

concerns. I was struck by this particular example. Witnessing an elderly woman reusing 

diabetic needles in order to save money is a distressing reminder that we cannot simply 

celebrate the resourcefulness of these women; we must also recognize the difficult 

conditions that require so much resourcefulness in the first place. 

 I begin with Susanne’s story because it highlights the complexity of care. 

Susanne’s health needs required tangible, practical solutions. She needed to take her 

insulin but could not afford a daily needle exchange. She needed to take supplements, but 

could not afford to purchase them. Although her experience reads as extreme, it is the 

physical manifestation of a common reality for many other women in this project. The 

need for physical and emotional care is a fact of human existence but it is far from 

straightforward. The very definition of “care” is questioned by academics in various 

disciplines, particularly in feminist studies and disability studies. To best understand the 

ways in which the participants in my project navigated care, it is important to examine 

how care is debated in various disciplines.  

 Care is an essential concept in both feminist studies and disability studies, yet it is 

understood in distinct and often oppositional terms:  “Where feminists see care in terms 

of its role in the making of men and women, disability activists see it primarily in terms 
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of the infantalization and disempowerment of disabled people” (Hughes, McKie, Hopkins 

and Watson, 2005: 261).  Feminists have offered various critiques of the gendered nature 

of care and, in particular, how carework is primarily occupied by women and, therefore, 

undervalued and underpaid (Armstrong, Armstrong, Scott-Dixon, 2008). Feminist 

scholars have challenged the gender essentialist argument that carework is inherently a 

women’s responsibility and, as such, requires no societal compensation or recognition 

(Hughes, McKie, Hopkins and Watson, 2005). At the same time, certain elements of 

“feminist work on care emphasizes need, emotion and embodiment,” in particular, the 

need to recognize that those providing care are human beings with complex emotions and 

responses (Ibid: 271).  

 From a disability perspective, the focus shifts to the person receiving care and the 

ways in which people with disabilities are typically framed as helpless and dependant. 

From this perspective, the term “care” is highly contested and, in some cases, outrightly 

rejected. The label of care is so profoundly wrapped up in connotations of 

institutionalization, infantilization and disempowerment that they have shifted to terms 

such as “personal assistance, help or support” (Ibid: 261; Kelly, 2012: 14).  This framing 

is reflected in the Independent Living Movement, which places an emphasis on 

“autonomous decision-making” and frames people with disabilities as the employers of 

care attendants (Kelly, 10-11).   

  It is clear that tensions exist between the feminist understanding of care and the 

framing of care by disability scholars. The critique of feminist work in this area is that in 

attempting to value carework, it erases the experiences of those being cared for. This 

model, therefore, fails to challenge a patronizing understanding of people with 
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disabilities, the elderly, children, etc. The very fact of organizing people with disabilities 

with the elderly and with children speaks to this critique. Simultaneously, by rejecting the 

term care, as is often done by people with disabilities and disability scholars, there is a 

failure to recognize the emotions involved in caring for another. To simply reduce the 

caretaker and care recipient relationship as transactional not only highlights the capitalist 

underpinning of this framework but also creates a false dichotomy. Care recipients are 

defined as either entirely dependent or entirely independent, a caregiver as either a distant 

employer or emotionally invested friend. For this project, I subscribe to Christine Kelly’s 

call for a nuanced and complex understanding of care. She suggests that care “is an 

unstable tension among emotions, actions, and values, simultaneously pulled toward both 

empowerment and coercion” (7).  As elderly women, my participants’ lives intersect with 

the insights from feminist and disability studies. Their reality of seeking and giving care 

is clearly gendered, while their position as elderly people means they are more likely to 

require care on a consistent basis. Furthermore, their position as economically 

disadvantaged elderly women means their ability to access resources for care is 

significantly more difficult. As I will illustrate through a few key examples, the women 

navigated the complexity of care relationships by adhering to a strict policy of 

reciprocity.  

 I interviewed Anna-Louise on a blistery winter afternoon. She was incredibly 

hospitable and offered me tea and leftover Christmas cookies. Her interview was 

informal and conversational. She spoke very candidly about the joys and struggles of her 

life and had an impeccable memory for detail.  Anna-Louise lived on a farm in the same 

rural area where she had been born and raised. Across the road lived her dearest friend, 
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Vera, who had also lived in the area her entire life. In fact, Vera joked at one point in the 

interview that she was in her 20s before she realized there was a world outside her 

community: “When I was growing up, I didn’t know if the world carried on out there or if 

the world dropped off after here!” As rural elderly women living alone in a fairly isolated 

corner of their community, Anna-Louise and Vera were vulnerable. In order to ensure 

their safety and wellbeing, the women relied on their strong friendship and familial bonds 

to protect each other. They did this by devising what is traditionally understood as a 

buddy system. At 11am and 4pm every day, Anna-Louise and Vera would call each 

other. If someone did not pick up the telephone right away, the other would wait ten 

minutes and then try again. If they still had no luck, then they would call the police to 

come and check on them. Their strategy was effective and completely informal. As the 

women aged and the need for checking-in increased, it was obvious that they would rely 

on each other rather than engaging a formal service. Formalized services existed in their 

community, including a similar check-in service, but Anna-Louise and Vera never even 

considered using it. From their perspective, formalized services existed for those who 

were completely isolated with no assistance from friends or family.  

 Anna-Louise and Vera’s buddy system was striking for many reasons, including 

the way in which the story was shared. Both women mentioned the system in passing and 

only when questions of isolation and social time were raised. Although they had devised 

an ingenious system with the dual purpose of ensuring safety and staving off isolation, in 

their minds, it was the most obvious thing to do. Their solution speaks to several 

important trends that were seen throughout several of my interviews. First, the use of 

informal services as a means of resilience is evident in this example. Rather than accept 
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that aging women could not live alone or at the very least, could not live without outside 

assistance, the women banded together to create a system that was both effective in its 

immediate outcome but also effective in alleviating concerns from family members. 

Secondly, the buddy system was one they were comfortable with because it involved 

reciprocity. Anna-Louise did not owe Vera or vice versa. They relied on each other in 

equal measure. In her qualitative research with elderly women in the United States, 

Amanda Barusch observed that “[r]reciprocity, or past help, is one of several conditions 

under which help can be given without loss of face” (60). Lastly, Anna-Louise and 

Vera’s system, and subsequent justification of it, spoke to the rejection of formalized 

services under the belief that they were reserved for the “truly hard-up.”   

Sylvie, another research participant, expressed this same sentiment. Sylvie was 

also a rural woman who lived alone. Although she had limited mobility and a visual 

impairment, she was very active in her community and at 84 was featured in the local 

paper for her work teaching other elders how to use computers. Sylvie also sang in a local 

choir. When I asked her to elaborate on her time in the choir, she said that they met every 

Monday and then travelled:  

Yeah, seniors’ homes. It’s amazing. It’s wonderful and you go in there and you 

see the pleasure they get out of what we are doing. The singing that we do, let me 

show you here, my songbook. (Shows me songbook) It’s pretty much songs that 

were, you know, that older people can relate to.  

 

Sylvie was an elderly woman with mobility issues who lived alone in a rural area and 

who volunteered her time to entertain other elderly people living in retirement homes. For 

her perspective, there was no one in dire circumstances more than people who lived in 

retirement facilities. To her, and to other participants, those who lived in retirement 
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facilities were people to be pitied; their lives were unenviable.  Even though a retirement 

facility meant three meals a day, planned social activities and the security of having staff 

at your disposal, for all the women I spoke with, a retirement facility was the place where 

those without decent loved ones went to die. This perspective speaks to the issue of 

reciprocity in the care relationship. Furthermore, it speaks to the way in which the 

participants straddled the feminist and disability studies’ definition of care. The women 

felt that receiving care was only possible if you were also in a position to care for others. 

They framed care as a reciprocal relationship that always contained a human element, 

regardless of the nature of the task. Above all, the women I interviewed spoke about their 

experiences of being cared for by others and vice versa without ever referring to it as 

care. They felt that taking care of your friends and ensuring that you were taken care of 

so as not to worry your family, were moral obligations and non-negotiable. Many 

participants indicated that they had not even thought about this element of their life until 

it came up in the interview.  

Although the women downplayed the significance of their care networks within 

their own lives, those relationships gave valuable insight into their resilience and 

resourcefulness. When faced with adversity in the form of transportation gaps, rising food 

costs or the needs of an aging body and aging home, the women consistently found 

creative solutions. Whether by devising informal systems or by relying on assistance 

from friends, each interview demonstrated their strength and tenacity. However, “[e]ven 

as we admire women whose strength and creativity has enabled them to not only endure 

but to enjoy life, we must reject the conditions that burden their days and sap their 

energy” (Barusch, 191). In the following chapter, I will examine how our current 
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understandings of poverty and social assistance have created an unjust system where 

elderly women are systemically disadvantaged. 
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Chapter Five 

“So to say I have an easy time? I don’t”: The Limitations of Resilience  

When I interviewed Arctic, she had just celebrated her 66
th

 birthday and her 

recent move to a remote part of Ottawa. Self-described as “an urbanite my whole life,” 

she was still adjusting to her new somewhat rural life. Arctic was one of the few 

participants with formal post-secondary education. On a whim, she thought she would 

throw her hat into a competitive job application process for a prestigious private sector 

business. To her surprise, the rigorous application process was successful and she was 

chosen. The job had “all the perks” with a competitive wage and full health benefits.  

Unfortunately, her plans were derailed:  

I was with them, I don’t think I was with them for a year and I just, I just 

collapsed. In retrospect, I could see it coming, you know. I could see how things 

were leading up to that. At the time, I had young kids, I was a single parent, why 

wouldn’t I be tired? So I just pushed myself on, I had no other choice, really. I 

couldn’t stay home. I was divorced and the kids, they were a handful because we 

didn’t know our son was autistic but we just knew something was wrong. Nobody 

knew; there was no help for that. (Arctic) 

 

Blaming her exhaustion on her inability to balance work and life, Arctic finally reached a 

breaking point and sought help from her physician. She was sent to another physician 

who said she was exhausted and needed to take a few weeks of for bed rest. After weeks 

of bed rest, however, she emerged further exhausted. Her physical health deteriorated 

significantly but a diagnosis was difficult to find. It took five years for Arctic to be 

diagnosed but that changed very little. With no cure and few options to manage her 

symptoms, she had to accept that her new condition would define her life moving 
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forward. While she struggled with having to give up her career and managing her 

physical symptoms, Arctic was still raising her children and dealing with her son’s 

increasingly troubling behavioral issues.  During this time, Arctic met a new partner who 

was supportive and understanding, but stress came soon after when her partner’s private 

business had to file for bankruptcy, leaving them in financial ruin. Looking back on her 

life since her illness, Arctic was candid in describing her anguish:  

This has been the issue with me, all along. There have been times that I thought ‘I 

just want to die.’ When my kids were younger, I wanted to live for them because 

it would have been hard for them. And now, it’s still. My kids tell me I’m so 

important to them, but I don’t feel important to them! […] There’s lots of times 

where I think ‘What kind of life is this?’ 

 

She went on to share one of the most difficult stories I heard throughout my research.  

In discussing her current situation, she spoke affectionately of her partner who continued 

to work while serving as her primary caretaker. It was evident that her partner not only 

assisted her in her physical needs but her emotional needs as well. Therefore, it was with 

clear agony that she disclosed how she worried that his aging would result in him no 

longer being well enough to care for her. She worried about their future and her ability to 

live at home. She also dealt with the guilt of knowing that if her partner passed away 

before a certain age she would receive a large insurance payment that would make her 

living situation much easier. The pain of measuring your partner’s life with the insurance 

payout that would result from his death was heartbreaking to witness. 

 I highlight Arctic’s experience in detail because her life speaks to Barusch’s 

request that we move away from glorifying the resilience of elderly women and instead 

work towards improving the conditions that force them to be so resourceful in the first 

place: “Though women are survivors, even they cannot ‘live by bread alone’ […] it is 
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imperative that we don’t just add years to life but also add life to their years” (Curtis, 

1995: 179).  In this section, I complicate the framing of my research participants as 

“resilient”.  The women who participated in this project are indeed strong, resilient 

individuals with admirable tenacity. They survived a lifetime of hardship with 

commendable grace; however, as a feminist research project, my work would be 

incomplete without a critical analysis of the multiple factors that force elderly women to 

work so hard simply to survive. In this chapter, I use an intersectional analysis to 

problematize the concept of resilience and, in turn, highlight how resilience is used to 

promote the neo-liberal individualizing of systemic problems. Using specific 

recommendations made by the women during their interviews, my goal is to establish a 

more nuanced, and, in turn, a more complete framework for discussing the lives of 

economically disadvantaged elderly women in Canada.  

 There has been a recent surge in academic literature on the issue of resilience 

(Wild, Wiles and Allen, 2013: 137).  Originally used within academia to define the 

experiences of children raised in difficult circumstances, the term is slowly being used 

outside of child psychology to define one’s ability to bounce back from hardship and 

adversity, regardless of age or circumstance (Earvolino-Ramirez, 2007).  It was clear 

throughout the interview process with my research participants that I was dealing with a 

group of highly resourceful and incredibly resilient women. In many cases, they had built 

up a lifetime’s worth of skills and coping mechanisms. As Arctic’s story demonstrates, 

many of the participants were not simply dealing with an aging body. Rather, they were 

dealing with a multitude of issues ranging from physical illness to family turmoil.  For 

example, having been born in an era where sexism drastically limited women’s 



 83 

educational and employment opportunities, only three of the seventeen women were able 

to collect a private pension. With the exception of Arctic’s short stint as a high-powered 

employee in the private sector, the participants who did work outside the home worked in 

precarious employment such as retail, food preparation, secretarial, homecare and 

farming.  Unstable employment also meant a lack of health benefits, paid vacation and 

sick days with the most prominent drawback to precarious employment being, of course, 

low wages. Most of the women worked in a full-time capacity for several years but 

brought home very little pay. The “recycling poverty” that these women experience 

highlights a major flaw in simply defining the women as resilient (Perkins, 1993). 

Defining the participants as resilient rightfully highlights their strength and tenacity; 

however, it also focuses exclusively on the positive elements of their experience rather 

than shedding important light on the systemic discrimination that originally forced them 

into precarious employment.  

 Resiliency might recognize one’s capacity to overcome adversity, but it also 

implies that the hardships are temporary and that there is an eventual end to the suffering. 

I disagree. Like Wild, Wiles and Allen, I see “resilience positioned as cumulative, as a 

process honed by a lifetime of adaptation to hardship” (2013: 144).  In the case of the 

women I interviewed, it was evident that the adversity they faced as economically 

disadvantaged elderly women did not simply occur once they turned 65. The women 

endured a lifetime of misfortune that I see erased by simply positing them as “tough”. 

This is particularly important when you consider that the factors that determine their 

capacity to cope as an economically disadvantaged elderly women were most often in 

place before they aged into the category of “elder” (Jensen and McLaughlin, 1997: 467).  
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As a feminist researcher, I believe “resilience research must become less concerned with 

assisting people to ‘beat the odds’ and more concerned with ‘changing the odds’ that put 

people at risk in the first place” (Wild, Wiles and Allen, 147-148).  The term resilient is 

certainly complimentary but when used in isolation it can easily erase the systemic 

injustices that require such resiliency.  

In fact, the implications of describing the participants in this study as resilient are 

best illustrated through an intersectional analysis. Indeed, Arctic’s story highlights very 

acutely the importance of intersectional analysis. Examining specific elements of her life 

in isolation fails to recognize the interconnectedness of her experiences of gender, age, 

ability and class. Arctic was oppressed on the basis of her identity as a woman with a 

disability but unlike many of the widows I interviewed, Arctic benefited from the support 

of her spouse. Furthermore, Arctic became disabled in middle age and, as a result, 

developed coping mechanisms. Lorraine, another participant, also suffered from health 

problems; however, she had no living partner to assist her. Her illness also came about 

very suddenly and so she struggled with how to adapt to being bedridden after years of 

living an active life. Although Arctic and Lorraine’s experiences appear quite similar, 

Arctic benefitted from her marital status in a way that Lorraine did not. Though all 17 

participants identified as economically disadvantaged, some were able to continue 

working as a means of supplementing their income while others had to cease working 

because of health concerns. Three of the participants resided with partners while the 

others were either widowed or divorced. All of the women were mothers but three had 

adult children with cognitive disabilities and one had partial custody of her 

granddaughter.  What these select examples demonstrate is that the participants might be 
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resilient overall but that their capacity to cope with particular hardships is significantly 

dependent on their individual circumstance and identity. We need to critique resilience as 

a “zero-sum” equation where individuals are either resilient against all hardship or 

powerless to ever overcoming adversity (Wild, Wiles and Allen, 152-153).  Women fail 

and succeed, often in equal amounts, and our current understanding of resilience as “all 

or nothing” falls short of capturing those important nuances.   

Simply defining economically disadvantaged elderly women as resilient can be 

used as a justification for denying support. In outlining their critiques of resilience as a 

concept for critical gerontology, Wild, Wiles and Allen hint at the drawback of simply 

framing resilient in positive terms. Defining marginalized populations as resourceful and 

resilient can be enticing to governments and policymakers because “if they can 

demonstrate that ‘some people’ cope with adversity and risk successfully, they may be 

able to imply that everyone ‘should be able to cope’” (154).  The desire to recognize the 

tenacity of oppressed people can easily be used as a means of validating the cutting of 

social services under the guise that they are no longer needed. This is in line with 

Canada’s increasingly neo-liberal approach to welfare state provisions that increasingly 

focuses on individualized, and, often privatized, support provision. As Monica Townson 

notes: “The idea of ‘increasing choice’ and giving people a ‘better range of alternatives’ 

is receiving growing emphasis in policy development, but what does it mean and what 

could be the likely consequences?” (2006: 7). With the recent scrapping of mandatory 

retirement in Canada and the raising of the age at which Canadians are eligible for Old 

Age Security, we have already seen the ways in which the slashing of support services is 

justified under the guise of “choice” (Government of Canada, 2013). It is important, 
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therefore, to recognize the resilience of economically disadvantaged elderly women while 

also addressing the neo-liberal policies that encourage individualized responses to 

support. It is imperative that there be a balance between recognizing the strength of these 

women and maintaining an active critique of the conditions that see them working so 

hard in the first place.  

Arctic’s story is a reminder of the complexity of life courses. Although she 

followed the traditional script of obtaining an education, working a respectable job, 

getting married and having children, she found herself in her 60s with chronic health 

problems, an adult son with a cognitive disability, and serious financial hardships.  When 

reflecting on her current situation, Arctic defined it in stark terms: “I will always be just 

that close from disaster, you know?” For women like Arctic, life is a series of obstacles 

with little, if any, respite.  Seeing the term resilience used in academia to define the lives 

of groups other than children is encouraging. Recognizing the ways in which populations 

overcome hardship and continue to live meaningful lives is an important element of 

social science research. Nonetheless, the term needs continuous refinement and critique. 

In the case of the research participants in this thesis, they experienced a lifetime of 

poverty that is not accurately represented by the resilient label. This is not surprising 

considering the term has rarely been applied to the population in question (Wild, Wiles 

and Allen, 2011: 153.).  

I did not think about framing the lives of my participants within the context of 

tenacity from the outset and therefore did not explicitly pose such questions. What I did 

ask, however, was if they had any thoughts on how to improve their situation and the 
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lives of future elderly women. If they had the opportunity to meet with government 

officials and policymakers, what recommendations would they make?  

In asking the question to each participant, I was struck by how the women were 

overwhelmingly self-deprecating in their initial response. Words like “Oh, I don’t know” 

and “Well, I don’t really follow politics and that sort of thing” were common. Much like 

Kestin van den Hoonaard’s “Am I doing it right?” research with elderly women, the 

participants were quick to dismiss their experiences and thoughts as invalid, silly and 

unimportant.  But when I asked a follow-up question, each participant easily went on to 

describe the thoughts they had. Every participant shared at least one suggestion for how 

things could be improved for future women like themselves.  Although the 

recommendations varied slightly across all the participants, the most common thread was 

the importance of social activities.  Having conducted my initial interviews during and 

shortly after Ottawa’s longest transit strike, many of the initial responses from 

participants included discussions of transit and, in particular, the need for the buses to get 

back on the road. Beyond that, however, the women offered clear recommendations on 

ways to make social time more accessible. Many of the women spoke at length on the 

correlation between boredom and loneliness and how it is imperative to keep busy and 

maintain a busy social calendar. This is not always easy to do, however, particularly if 

you live alone, have no family members within close proximity or cannot afford to create 

your own excursions. Three of the participants spoke about their love of small trips to 

local sights and sounds. Anna-Louise, a rural participant, mentioned that previously her 

local community centre had organized day trips to museums, public gardens and small 

venue concerts. She had loved attending them and appreciated that they were always 
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reasonably priced and often free. However, with the increase in elderly residents moving 

out of their homes and into the local retirement facility, there were fewer people to 

participate in the day trips and the program was cancelled. Margaret, an urban participant, 

enjoyed day trips as well but found she could no longer attend them with the recent price 

increase.  Although Margaret had family in close proximity, she had found day trips to be 

an excellent way of breaking up the monotony of everyday life while also being able to 

meet new people she would not otherwise.  

Even when activities are affordable and accessible, they are not always of interest 

to women. A lot of the services for the elderly are geared towards the deeply aged and 

fail to recognize the spectrum of abilities and interests that comprise the category 

“elderly”. Arctic spoke of her frustration at being physically disabled like the deeply aged 

but having the cognition of her 66 year old self: “I’ve gone to senior gatherings and it’s 

all been women a lot older than me. So, how about recognizing that there are senior 

citizens that are active and more alert, you know what I mean?” Other women shared a 

similar sentiment that activities for elderly women rarely expanded beyond lunches at the 

local church and knitting circles yet the category of “elderly” as defined by most 

community centres, service providers and policymakers is anyone over the age of 65. If 

the average Canadian woman lives well into her 80s, that is almost a twenty-year 

difference between herself and a woman recently labeled a senior. There is a need, 

therefore, for a variety of social activities that reflect the diversity in age groups, interests 

and personalities of Canada’s elders. 

Inadequate social services were an important topic in our conversations about 

recommendations as was having adequate knowledge of existing services. Susanne, an 
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urban participant, felt that support services were poorly advertised. She often found 

herself simply stumbling across information about interesting social programs or 

community health initiatives. Finding new and creative ways of advertising services was 

raised by other participants as well who were unsure whether their recommendation was 

the creation of services or whether the services they were looking for already existed but 

were simply impossible to locate: “If the services are out there but nobody knows they 

exist, what good are they?” (Arctic). Susanne suggested that community resources should 

be promoted to caretakers, particularly adults with elderly parents. Arctic felt that 

services should be advertised through medical offices as doctors are an important regular 

point of contact for most elders.  

Two participants recommended the reconfiguration of social housing allocations 

in the city of Ottawa. Margaret and Marie, two urban women, commented on the recent 

shift in Ottawa Public Housing from seniors’ only buildings to mixed housing. Marie felt 

that the intention behind mixing seniors with the general population was a clear case of 

theory versus practice. Although the idea of including families and young couples into 

senior housing complexes is theoretically a great way of diversifying neighborhoods the 

end result was that many seniors were too afraid to leave their apartments.  Loud parties, 

open drug use and, in some cases, public displays of sex work had many elders isolated in 

their apartments out of fear:  “They have to put up with all this business going on and 

they’re afraid to out of their apartments, especially at night, in the evening. And they’re 

being harassed by drug dealers and everything; they’re being harassed by them. If you go 

to interview some of the old folks in that building, I’m telling you” (Margaret). The call 

for a return to segregated elderly housing units came from a desire to break the isolation 



 90 

of elders. It was also evident from Marie and Margaret’s feedback about the policy 

change that elders had not been adequately consulted prior or since the policy change. 

They both hypothesized that the rationale for the housing policy change was a means of 

cutting costs and reducing wait times. Nonetheless, it was evident from their emphatic 

dislike of the policy that it was not benefitting elders and, in fact, was antithetical to why 

many chose seniors only housing units. Marie and Margaret’s recommendation points to 

the importance of consulting with elders when making decisions that affect them. It also 

highlights unintended consequences; in this case, a policy change framed as a means of 

diversifying neighborhoods and breaking the isolation of elders did exactly the opposite. 

As discussed in chapter three, I conducted interviews with women on a range of 

very personal topics. Interestingly, women were more comfortable sharing family photos 

with a stranger than discussing their financial situation. The portions of the interviews 

that dealt specifically with economic hardship were routinely the most difficult. The 

shame of poverty is profound and, as Barusch’s work discusses, women reject 

stigmatizing labels. Therefore, it was surprising when one of the participants spoke at 

length about economic policy when discussing recommendations. When I asked Anna-

Louise if she had any suggestions for how her situation and the situation of women like 

her could be improved, she immediately mentioned increasing of Old Age Security. She 

felt that Old Age Security did not keep up with inflation and the rising cost of living and 

it was in large part because the people who are affected by those policies are never 

consulted: “I’d like to see one of those government guys, just for one month, get by on 

what we get. And then they’d know what it’s all about” (Anna-Louise). Her comment 

summarized the frustration felt by other women who wanted to know why policies are 
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made without consultation. Whether it was in relation to the availability of social services 

or the provision of financial support, there was an underlying dissatisfaction amongst all 

the women that their voices were not heard. Outlining the lives of economically 

disadvantaged elderly women and highlighting their resilience in the face of adversity is 

one way to amplify their voices; however, simply showcasing their resilience does 

nothing to improve the situation for them or future women like them. One must balance 

an admiration of resilience with a commitment to changing the circumstances that require 

so much resolve in the first place. Indeed, Anna-Louise’s passionate outcry about her 

pension struck at the core of my project’s intended goal.  The women I interviewed felt 

that their lives were often rendered invisible and my thesis aims to address that 

invisibility.  By focusing on the commonalities between the women, I want to go beyond 

simply distinguishing among the women and, instead, demonstrate the practical 

implications of our intersectional lives. The women were divided by geographical 

differences, employment experiences, marital status, Mother Tongue and a host of other 

variables. However, they shared a capacity for resilience born from a wealth of social 

capital and reliance on informal networks for support - emotional and otherwise. All of 

the women challenged resilience as an individualized concept and demonstrated how 

one’s ability to overcome hardship is linked to community and familial networks. 

Nevertheless, there were clear limitations to this project that I will outline in the 

following chapter along with suggestions for future research.  
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Chapter Six 

Conclusion 

 

 This thesis examined the daily realities of 17 economically disadvantaged elderly 

women in rural and urban Ottawa through qualitative interviews. At the outset, my goal 

was to compare and contrast the experiences of elderly women living in poverty in rural 

Ottawa versus urban Ottawa. Once the research revealed relatively minor substantive 

differences between the urban and rural experience, my focus shifted towards examining 

the tension between documenting resilience while addressing the systems that create the 

need for such toughness. This thesis argued that elderly women’s voices are largely 

absent in Canada, both from discussions of aging and discussions of women’s lives. 

Economically disadvantaged elderly women are invisible but remain incredibly resilient 

in the face of significant hardship. Simply labeling them as resilient, however, fails to 

address the various systems that force them to struggle so hard simply to survive.  

 The contribution of my research is that it is directed by elderly women’s voices. 

Using feminist research methods, this project was guided significantly by the research 

participants. This not only challenged the common mistake of speaking about a group 

rather than with them but also allowed the research to highlight the subtlety and 

complexity of the women’s lives. More than simply documenting some of the stories 

shared with me by these women, the interview material transformed my thesis from a 

rural versus urban comparison to a nuanced examination of the ways in which women 

remain resilient and resourceful in the face of incredible hardship. 
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 Through reliance on feminist research methods, this project generated rich 

interview data. The interview process was the focal point of this research and I expended 

considerable attention to ensuring that the women felt as comfortable as possible 

speaking to me. The results were lengthy, detailed interviews that in many cases 

culminated in building a relationship that existed beyond the initial interview.
10

 The 

women were candid in our conversations and this translated into a wealth of information 

and multiple hours of rich research data that fell outside the scope of this project but 

deserves future analysis.  

 Several of the decisions I made about my research project also revealed the need 

for further research on Canada’s elderly. The decision to interview only Canadian-born 

women was based on Canada’s pension policies that require Canadian residence for a 

certain number of years in order to be eligible for a public pension. However, the 

experiences of Canadian elders who are immigrant or refugees form an important but 

thus far under-researched area, particularly in light of Canada’s declining birth rate and 

aging population.  

For the purposes of this study, I defined ‘elderly’ as 65 and over. During my 

initial recruiting, I heard from several women in their mid to late 50s who found 

themselves too ill to work but not old enough to receive a pension. Ageism in the 

workplace also meant that older workers struggled to find employment, regardless of 

their skill level or years of experience. Although there is some excellent research on 

ageism in the workplace and its impacts on women (McMullin and Berger, 2006), there 

remain many middle-aged women whose experiences are missed by simply examining 

                                                 
10

 I remained friends with Lorraine, an urban participant, for a few years after our interview. We remained 

close friends until her death in 2012. See Appendix B for an excerpt from a letter she wrote me after our 

initial interview.  
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the feminization of poverty within the context of single mothers or elderly women. This 

is another population with whom important research remains to be done. 

Finally, the decision to focus on rural versus urban experiences within this project 

was quickly challenged when the realities faced by both groups were strikingly similar. 

Nonetheless, I echo Wanless et al.’s (2010) suggestion that future researchers who 

examine the urban versus rural divide in a qualitative context should focus on where 

people have lived historically rather than where they currently live. Arctic, a participant 

living in a rural area, is a perfect example. She lived in an urban area her entire life and 

had moved just recently to a rural area. She only agreed to do the interview if she fell 

within the category of “urban” because she had lived in an urban space her whole life.  

Resilience as an area of social science research remains largely underdeveloped 

outside of child studies and child psychology. It is evident from the conclusions drawn in 

this research project that elderly people offer a wealth of perspectives on resilience as 

both as a theoretical concept and in terms of applied research.  As I argued, defining a 

demographic of people who have experienced a lifetime of hardship as resilient may be 

complimentary but offers no reprieve from suffering. In fact, resilience can easily become 

a trap through which we applaud marginalized groups for their capacity to overcome 

difficulty while knowingly erasing our complicity in creating the very conditions that 

force them to be so tenacious. When an entire demographic of women experience similar 

hardships, it is no longer a matter of individual resiliency but of systemic oppression. We 

should not focus on “resilience” to the exclusion of critiquing the neo-liberal policies that 

benefit from said resilience. Analyses of resilience specific to elderly people are few and 

in a nascent stage (Wild, Wiles and Allen, 141; Hildon, Montgomer, Blane, Wiggins and 
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Netuveli, 2009: 37) with research devoted solely to elderly women even rarer. I suggest 

that research in the area of resilience must include intersectional analyses to focus on 

explicating the complicated, systemic barriers to women’s equality.   

My own goal is to expand on this project by researching the practical implications 

of elderly women’s erasure from feminist discourse. As a feminist scholar and activist, I 

am interested in the impacts of academia’s marginalization of elderly women on 

grassroots organizing. What are the practical implications of erasing elderly women from 

academic discourse? Does the absence of elderly women’s voices in academia translate to 

an absence of elderly women’s voices in the feminist movement writ large? And, if so, 

how do we work to centre the voices of all women within grassroots feminist organizing 

in Canada?  

A major strength of qualitative research is that it gives research participants the 

space to give their perspective and flesh out their narrative. By asking participants to 

define the major concepts under examination, you can ensure that your research is a 

reflection of the population it is aiming to represent. As Wild, Wiles and Allen pointed 

out in their analysis of resilience literature, asking the participants to define the terms you 

are attempting to measure can be a powerful way of ensuring you are working from a 

common point of understanding between researcher and participants (153).  As my thesis 

demonstrates, creating a relationship with participants in which you entrust them with the 

expertise to know what is best for them, is an excellent way of soliciting feedback on 

their needs. In the case of my research, asking the participants to provide me with policy 

recommendations challenged my perceptions of best practices. I anticipated responses 

about increasing pensions and, instead, found the majority of participants asking for a 
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variety of social activities to stave off boredom.  From a policy perspective, in-depth 

consultation can better ensure that resources are allocated appropriately and best practices 

are implemented.   

Canadians ignore the lives of elderly people at their own peril. As Marilyn, a 

participant in my research, pointed out in our interview, you can either reject the aging 

process or die young. And yet, the Canadian perspective on aging, both within academia 

and popular culture, remains largely simplistic. Labeling elderly women as either resilient 

or vulnerable fails to recognize the nuance and complexity of the life course. An 

intersectional analysis is imperative to understanding the life course of women.  Elderly 

women do not exist in a vacuum; their lives are the result of years of difficult experiences 

that frame their later life.   

To conclude, it is my hope that my research provides a launching point for a 

larger discussion about the importance of using an intersectional analysis to examine 

elderly women’s lives in contemporary Canada. Beyond simple deconstruction, my 

research makes a case for how a focus on commonalities can help us move from theory to 

practice.  Economically disadvantaged elderly women live complex lives and integrating 

their voices into academic research will allow researchers to capture those important 

nuances. The livelihood of our future elderly women depends on it.  
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Appendix A  

Interview schedule  

 

Interview Number:  _____________________ 

 

Interview Date: ________________________ 

 

Age: _____________ 

 

Location: ___________________________________________ 

 

Mother Tongue: __________________________________________ 

 

Themes 

 

1- Location 

2- Poverty 

3- Relationships 

4- Recommendations 

5- General 

 

LOCATION 

Where do you live? 

Do you live alone? If not, with whom?  

How long have you lived in this place? (Home, Apartment) 

Do you have any neighbours? How are they? 

How long have you lived in this town / city? 

What do you like the most / least about this area?  

Why did you move here? 

Do you have any family here? Friends? 

Do you like it here? Dislike it here? Why?  

Do you entertain much? Visit others?  

How often do you leave the city / town? 

 

POVERTY 

We’re currently experiencing some real economic turmoil in this country. How is this 

affecting you / How will this affect you?  

Why do you see yourself as poor? 
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Have you always seen yourself this way?  

What are your sources of income? What is difficult to access? Was the system difficult / 

easy to navigate?  

Have you always been poor? 

When did your income change? 

How do you feel at the beginning of the month versus the end of the month? 

Describe your work history.  

What are you concerned about / not concerned about? 

Have you ever felt that you have “gone without” or been denied something?  

Are you happy / unhappy with your situation?  

Do you know others in your situation? 

 

RELATIONSHIPS 

Are you in contact with other family members? If so, what kind of contact? How often?  

Are you in contact with any friends? If so, what kind of contact? How often?  

What are those relationships like?  

Do you have any pets?  

Are you involved in any social committees/organizations? If so, which ones? How often?  

What do you feel is your primary relationship?  

Do you have any hobbies? If so, which ones? How long? Where did you learn? How 

often do you partake?  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

What do you see as possible solutions to your situation and the situation of people like 

yourself? 

Do you feel that services / resources / programs in your area are adequate? Why?  

 

GENERAL 

 

Is there any other information you would like to share? 
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Appendix B 

Excerpt from a note that Lorraine wrote to me after our initial interview. 

 

 

 


